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that amongst Australia’s big cities there are some whose rate of growth has somehow re

point where they need ‘help’ –

of the concept of ‘decentralisation’ which in this country a

–

–

–

In Australia in recent times, the word ‘decentralisation’ has come to denote the process by which 

–



 

 

 

–

–

2003.  Federal Labor’s ascent to power in 1972 was a stimulus for a plethora of official a

war ‘long boom’ which had seen 



–

–

condemned the ‘decentrists’. For her, decentralisation would 

–

that in the absence of what he termed ‘Draconian 

controls’ on further metropolitan

RMIT) was quoted as saying that ‘decentralisation is not 

the answer, not for migrants, not for anyone. It doesn’t work and won’t shift the needle.’ 

– –

– –



two cities are absorbing the bulk of the nation’s population growth. The statistics are compelling, 

and for some there is a worrying lack of ‘balance’ in the pattern of urbaniz



The chapter covers the City’s role as the de

–

– –

South of the border, Bendigo stands as Victoria’s counterpart to Wagga Wagga. As the 

195,000. Unlike Wagga Wagga, Bendigo’s growth and development over many years has been 

ce to the capital’s important links to Bendigo 

and regional Victoria. Bendigo’s record in regional planning and promotion is salutary, with recent 

government’s agenda, to be replaced by a stronger emphasis on regionalism and the subsidiarity 

nce model. Dampening Melbourne’s growth no longer seems to be a priority; rather is 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

– –

to be alive and well in today’s Australia. Endogenous growth is seen by many as the way ahead.



Bendigo City is explicitly committed to the ‘creative city’ promoted by American sociologist 



Sustainability is starting to emerge as a potent influence on people’s choice of domicile. As green 

(1973) and his ‘Small is Beautiful’ thesis is a possibility

The short answer is ‘no’. Decentralis

The potential is there but it is limited. It will depend to a significant degree on the ‘new regionalism’ 

bush; and for some, small town life might come to be seen as a ‘greener’ preference to life in the 



–

the town’s image as a good place in which to live, work and relax. These 

–

ons for the town’s economy and its ability to attract and retain people and jobs. There is a clear if co

incidental link with the Richard Florida ‘creative city’ thesis which is explored in the literature review which 

“New Planner”. Coincidentally, it too is devoted to rural and regional planning.



‘decentralisation’ is broadly defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as ‘the principle 

cannot be performed at a more local level’. In Australia in recent times,

–

Australia’s demographic future and settlement pattern –

 

 

 

‘problematique’: what is this thing called ‘decentralisation’ 



‘environmental capacity’ when it comes to determining whether or not a city has reached its limits 

fering city commuters say growth is bad. “O

” they are saying.  What does history tell us about past efforts to curtail city growth ? What 

–

–

–

– –

igning an ‘integrated national urban policy…to alleviate pressures 

more immigrants were not left behind’.



Sydney’s Great Experiment 

that implementation of Sydney’s Cumberland County Plan would be at risk ‘unless it was as

and supplemented by an active decentralisation policy’. In their seminal text on urban planning in 

In 1961, Gottman’s monumental study of massive urbanization 

presented as ‘an action conference to ease the pressures on capital cities and to a

development in country areas’. Significantly, the Conference passed the following motion –

 ‘The National Dev

 

 

operate with the States.’

nston was the first academic to hold a full chair in town planning at the University of Sydney. The ‘great 
experiment’ was the creation by the NSW government of the Cumberland County Plan



–

declared as the nation’s first ‘growth centre’. 

‘long boom’ 

realities alone continue to provide support for the cynic’s view that decen

The ‘long boom’ w

–



–

the ‘decentrists’ and their campaigns to cleanse the ‘bad old cities’ by curtailing 

ely ‘a morbid and 

biased catalogue of ills’. For Jacobs, decentralisation would be the kiss of death for the great city 

d it be, she asks, ‘that people who sincerely 

economies and killing them’. 

–

further metropolitan growth, to counter the magnetism of the major cities’.

authority Paul Collits (2002) from RMIT was recently quoted as saying that ‘decentralisation is not 

the answer, not for migrants, not for anyone. It doesn’t work and won’t shift the needle.’ 

in ‘soft’ infrastructure such as community development programs, meals on wheels, and the like. 

other place is typically seen as the big city, the ‘big smoke’, the metropolis. In 

don’t have enough. Decentralisation will bring 



s industry, from the disposal of ‘unwanted’ Crown lands to 

te await disposal. And so on …. The priority for these decision

 



–

e Oxford English Dictionary as ’the 

which cannot be performed at a more local level’. Wikipedia offers more: ‘decentralisation is the 

–

group.’ 

regional centres to achieve the twin goals of relieving the ‘pressure’ on the big cities and 

decentralisation is a process ‘which seeks to encourage the growth of smaller cities or even to 

create totally new cities of limited size’.

programs can work in such a way as to bring measurable benefits to ‘parent’ and ‘recipient’ cities. 



wn as ‘pork

industrialism, ’ the main creative force of 

quarters of the ruling classes were befouled and overcrowded.’ Inevitably, governments 

as Cadbury’s at Bourneville and Lever’s at Port Sunlight were built by philanthropic industrialists 

–outside the ‘parent’ city –

their families. Later, in his extraordinarily influential book ‘Garden Cities of Tomorrow’, 

‘it is 

cities, and should thus further deplete the country districts.’

Howard’s seminal work was the precursor to the formation of the Town and Country Plannin

Association in the UK, and his famous diagram of ‘central city’ surrounded by satellite ‘garden 

cities’ generated some of the early debates about decentralisation as a discrete topic for serious 

as ‘the formal acceptance by the government of the principles of 

decongestion of congested cities, of the dispersal of their ‘overspill’ to new centres of life and 



’s definition was somewhat more comprehensive:  ‘the principle of controlled 

functional  unit… took the notion further with his reference to regional benefits: ‘A 

’.

the link between hygiene and city form, seeing the urban parklands (such as Howard’s green 

belts) as places of ‘sanitary green’ –

his ‘central place’ theory which explained his understanding of the settlement pattern in southern 

urban form and on the prospect for a ‘more decentralised pattern of urban development –

both urban and rural advantages’. 

integral part of his thinking about his ‘greenbelt’ towns in the USA.

war program of new town building in the UK as ‘one of the 

most remarkable achievements in town planning in the last 20 years’, although he acknowledge

He concluded that the ‘solution’ (provided by the new towns program) had ‘proved 

inadequate in the face of changing circumstances’, these be

of Howard’s who played a leading role in the planning and 
development of the first ‘garden cities’ at Letchworth and Welwyn, in 
prefaced the 1944 edition of Howard’s book. 

–



warned that ‘it will be impossible to implement the provisions (of the 

Commonwealth as well as the State Government….In the long run, only the growth and 

can save the County (of Cumberland)…from becoming another Manchester or Chicago. Practical 

has yet been done about it’.

‘decentralisation and today’s urban revolution’. He referred favorably to

being based on a demonstrably ‘unassailable’ principle. Instead of pushing population growth 

Corporation’s view, dispersed decentralisation was unlikely to achieve significant no

metropolitan growth: selective growth was ‘the only possible alternative to economic and political 

stagnation’ in the regions.  

It was presented as ‘an action conference’ whose aim was ‘ to ease 

available from the States ‘decentralisation and development departments’.  Significantly, the 

conference sought ‘to secure a major Commonwealth Government commitment to and financial 

major speech by Gough Whitlam on the Labor Party’s urban policies, many of which were implemented when 



employment’.

dinner address on the topic of ‘A New Decentralisation’. He took advantage of a captive and 

arty’s policy on the linked topics of rural depopulation, what 

he called ‘urban deterioriation’ and the crisis in our cities, the opportunity to develop new cities 

‘multi n’ . It proposed three kinds of new cities:

 ‘System cities’ –

–

– in time, creating a ‘multi

megalopolis’

 –

– –

 – the existing primate city ‘re organised and revivified’.

AIUS called for a major Commonwealth involvement in ‘a large

program…a program for efficient and humane alternatives to over concentrated growth.’ The 

he Institute called for a ‘positive policy of Federal involvement in the 

decentralisation program and the establishment of selected growth centres.’ 

on to briefly examine the Whitlam government’s proposal for the Albury

–

elsewhere. ‘Such a program would require an immense investment in promotion, planning, and 

management’.

‘Given that people and firms choose quite freely to locate in 

nce them to locate elsewhere?’ At 

–



‘selective decentralisation’ model as one which reflected the reality that some rural centres are 

too small to perform certain functions which are increasingly becoming concentrated ‘in a few 

larger regional centres’. 

His paper goes on to consider the ‘advantages of large cities’ and the ’advantages of 

decentralisation’. He cites the use of financial subsidies to stimulate growth but notes that often 

they ‘have been so thinly spread that they have achieved very little.’ He makes the case for 

‘planned growth’ and comments on the alternative models of ‘corridors’ and ‘satellite cities’. The 

advantages of ‘new cities’ are presented with the heavy qualification that initially their growth will 

involvement will be paramount. But ‘it is very difficult for a democratic government to radically 

change the geographic pattern of development’.  He contemplates the challenge of ‘significantly 

reducing’ the growth of Sydney and Melbourne which 

His conclusion was that ‘It would require a massive investment in building a number of new 

cities…even without making a dent in city growth generally’. His preference was clearly for effort 

placed on a ‘very small number of new cities’ –

Wodonga for the first such project. Overall, Neutze’s paper fo

work on the decentralisation debate but its value in today’s neo

‘history of federal intervention’ in urban affairs, with  decentralisation being  covered in some 

depth.  The topic ‘had long been an issue in Australian politics’ but after the Chifley era, such 

interest lapsed ‘despite an accelerated drift of population from the country to the city. Active 

isation…by offering driblets of assistance for new industries to a 

number of provincial cities and towns’. Troy noted that the early focus on ‘dispersed’ 

decentralisation later gave way to a ‘selective’ model which was briefly favored by the McMahon 

ment before it was taken up with enthusiasm by Whitlam after Labor’s election victory in 



central theory is that ‘regional economic growth is driven by the location choices of creative 

– –

new ideas.’ For Florida, creative and attractive cities do not have to be big but they have to be 

–

for their ‘authenticity and uniqueness’ which in turn evoke consideration of urban resources such 

Florida argues that ‘place’ 

– ‘is becoming the central organizing unit of (our) economy and society, taking on a role that used 

to be played by a large corporation.’ He ponders why some places are better than others at 

mobilise the creative talents of their people are those that don’t just tolerate differences but are 

Courting divergent ideas and inputs isn’t about political correctness; it’s an 

In his later work (2005) he argues that ‘tolerant places’ gain an 

people and in capturing a disproportionate share’ of any migrant flow. 

–

faster than the 1.9% rate throughout the rest of the country. He concludes that ‘metropolitan 

historical time’ with ABS projections under a ‘middle scenario’ 



 

 

 

 

 

‘many observers have seriously questioned both the genuineness of the commitment of 

decentralisation …increasing metropolitan primacy is testimony either to their 

lack of genuineness or to their ineffectiveness, or both’. He quotes Neutze (1965):’ 

speak, been everyone’s policy but no one’s program.’  

debate as to whether policy support should favour ‘selective’ or ‘non selective’ intervention 

Within 7 years of Neutze’s now
ambitious programs aimed  in part at achieving ‘balanced development’ through the creation of non



providing ‘services that underpin lifesty metropolitan regions’ instead of 

why decentralisation strategies have seemingly remained unattractive despite ‘the negative 

xternalities and costs associated with city growth’. In the same vein, Collits sums up his review 

1970  decentralisation policies in Australia with the view that ‘governments generally have 

given up…because they simply haven’t been able to figure o

‘wicked problem’ ‘. He lists constraints on governmental capacity to influence regional 

 

 

 

 

 

These constraints make regional policy ‘highly problematic’ His nomination of decentralisation as 

a ‘wicked problem’ suggests that he saw it as a difficult, even unattainable goal. 

regions (congruent with the European notion of ‘subsidiarity’) could offer some potential for 

down arrangements to a form of ‘real’ regionalism. He sees a process of 

devolution as having the potential ‘to break the cycle of short

nding that has dogged the system for decades.’             

‘startups’ and local entrepreneurship. Connected ‘ecosystems’, vital to startup activity, are more 

policy is to redress the balance and make it easier for regional centres to participate ‘in the startup 

revolution’. Collits (P1) urges policy action to strengthen the 



‘in a connected and distributed worl

basis that their business cultures support startups and entrepreneurship…

enablement’. 

–

small towns to attend university and subsequently make a smooth transition into ‘big city jobs’, 

facilities. These towns cannot attract ‘knowledge sector’ jobs; schools may suffer as teachers 

sized towns could do more ‘to position 

themselves as locations for young workers and families’. Kuestenmach

‘Regional centres from Hobart to Toowoomba (can) tell wonderful stories about the blissful and 

’. His piece concludes with the optimistic prediction 

that ‘more millennial workers…fed up with high housing costs…will leave the big capital cities in 

sized towns’ once their children reach high

 

 

‘third tier’ cities.



 

–

 There is little consistency in the economic and social ‘burdens’ carried by these centres, 

have served the needs of ‘lagging’ regions and their urban cen –

focus on ‘development’ at a local level.  

 

in regional planning as exemplified by European experience. ‘Some would argue that 

that sought to grow the population and economy of regions.’

 

 

– although the sense of local identity ‘is identifiably parochial’.

 

they are offering high amenity and ‘lifestyle’ attributes –

Florida’s 2002 thesis that population growth and economic development can be 

correlated with the arrival of the ‘creative classes’ whose tastes tend towards the arts, 

reflect these qualities and they conclude by calling for more research into Australia’s 

–



‘to their emerging roles in the urban hierarchy and to the study of their planning agendas’ 

Australian small cities is thin, with no ‘accepted definition’ of these places. But their suggested 

typology is loosely framed. Their list of ‘third tier’ cities is a convenient basis for the further 

understanding of what life is like at a regional level. ‘Metr

predominantly of small towns rather than large regional cities’.  There have been few in

maller centres. Urban planning priorities in Australia’s third tier cities points to a 

development, and related fields. ‘Every aspect of economic developm –

sites and incentives, telecommunications, education, health and international links are on display’. 

70s ‘long boom’.

departments of decentralisation ‘in attempts to woo industry away from the capital cities to 

country towns.’  He concludes that these efforts had ‘little effect’. The 1945 County of Cumbe

and the creation of one or two ‘new towns’ beyond a green belt to relieve pressure on the centre. 

and disgruntled land owners; new towns failed to materialize; and Sydney’s central business 

efforts ‘had no real impact on the growth of Melbourne and Sydney’.  The Labor government’s 

but overall ‘It has proved very difficult, in the absence of Draconian controls on further 

metropolitan growth, to counter the attractions of the major cities.’ It would also require an 



–

tatistics).  As for the policy themes of ‘multi centralisation’ and 

‘urban consolidation’ and their impact on city spread, his comment is that they have had ‘scant 

impact’ on capital city growth and structure.  

social development of this pioneering exercise in ‘selective decentralisation’ project over a 30 

– from its birth as an ‘ambitious dream’ to its realisation as a ‘modest experiment’ and 

Pennay’s interest lies primarily in the creation and operation of the Albury

 

–



 

 the language of officialdom shifted somewhat:  ‘regional 

development’ was replacing  ‘decentralisation’ whilst the role of government was to 

encourage local and regional leadership, with a closer focus on ‘bottom up’ decision

 

licy were being ‘less 

than kind’ to Canberra

project’s post



ackground to the Institute’s intended 

efforts (including the optimistic federal Growth Centres program of the Whitlam era), ‘the 

decentralisation effort had diminished significantly’ by the end of the 1970s. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(2008) approach. During the former era, a ‘top t approach (prevailed)…when 

government had faith in centralist solutions. By 2008, this was being replaced by a ‘bottom up’ 

specific policies and ‘local solutions to 

local problems’.

– ‘more than 5 

s the total population of 9 major regional centres’. At the same time, large inland centres have 

–



called ‘sponge city’ effect. But overall, ‘a clear spatial 

planning is lacking.’  

– –

In their introduction, Lane et al offer ‘what they believe to be the first comprehensive effort to 

review critically the regionalized model of natural resource management in Australia …(seeking 

o) learn what worked, identify flaws, and reflect on decentralised governance’ They note that the 

of efforts to decentralise (or ’deconcentrate’) regional gov

economic and demographic support at a regional scale. But the news is not all good. ‘The move 

facing the regional bodies…tensions fo

legitimate…(how to) enable the effective participation of Indigenous communities…(how to 

manage)  the heavy bureaucratic burdens associated with program requirements…which have 

overnance.’     

In 2012 the NSW Government appointed a Taskforce to review the government’s “Decade of 

Decentralisation’ strategy. Terms of reference required advice on the Regional Relocation Grant 

tabled in the Taskforce’s final report



–

$10,000 to become ‘a more meaningful incentive’ whilst at the same time the criteria for grants 

for ‘minor moves’ should be revised and tied to moves which involve secure employment.   The 

cumbersome Jobs Action Plan was to be ‘streamlined’. The Government ‘should consider’ 

‘plan and implement a clear strategy to relocate appropriate public sector functions and jobs to 

regional NSW’ in the face of evidence that ‘agency relocations to date have had mixed success.’  

A new position to be known as ‘Coordinator General’ shoul

The Chamber’s report was critical of the NSW government’s regional support schemes, noting 

HunterNet); more incentives and encouragement for young people to remain in ‘the bush’;  and 

Chamber’s view that regi

‘steps’ which could lead to effective decentralisation: well



– –

similar line with her claim that the plan presents a ‘vision and innovative actions

Greater Sydney’s growth and enhancing its status as one of the most liveable global cities.’ A 

Development and Decentralisation. The Committee’s terms of reference required it to report (inter 

alia) on ‘best practice’ approaches to these topics, to examine how the growth capacity of rural 

 

 

 

 

 

 



submission to the Commonwealth’s Select Committee (see above) it noted that ‘a lot of money 

is wasted …(there is) limited progress in developing the capacity and population of our rural and 

do not adequately support local jobs… traditional regional policy effort in Australia has been 

…’  

by current migration policies.  Earlier work by the Institute found that Australia ‘has some of the 

most inflexible policy settings in the OECD’, with m

 

 

 decentralisation policy be ‘embedded’ in all government entities.

’s 
regional Australia. The Institute has adopted 4 classifications for Australia’s regions: regional cities, connected 

is the Riverina’s leading tertiary education body, Campuses in Wagga Wagga, Bathurst, Albury



should be ‘badged’ –

The PIA’s campaign for a national settlement strategy is presented in its 2018 report 

offers ‘the evidential basis for the PIA’s call for …a strategic planning framework stressing 

collaboration and cooperation and underpinned by an agreed national vision…’ The Institute’s 

for population and jobs growth …inconsistency on key inputs…’ 

decentralisation barrow with this initiative. The relevance of the Institute’s initiative in the present 

context is that the nation’s peak body of urban professionals is actively campaigning for the cities 

el. By implication, a ‘national urban strategy’ must surely involve a consideration 

been ’endorsed by a federal parliamentary committee of inquiry into the Australian Government’s  role in the 
development of cities.’. 



 

 

 

 

–

‘the evidence …did not allow it to establish the existence of either a decisive net 



continuing centralisation. …a properly concei

and a distinct shift, within regional economies, towards ‘bottom up’ rather than ‘top

down’ decision

Howard Government’s Sustainable Regions Program and the 2012 Regional Development 

the record shows that only a ‘small number’ of Commonwealth agencies have moved in support 

– –

‘To date, measuring the success of public sector decentralisation has been subjective. 

.’  



–

‘…it may be difficult to measure the outcomes of any relocation or determine if it has 

contributed to the improved growth and prosperity of a region…e.g the expansion plans 

chain may, or may not, contribute to regional development…a new 

store opening in a regional centre …may simply be the case that the company is 

purchasing existing stores from a competitor…with no net gain or growth…

to how ‘regions’ 

Nor is there consensus on the relationships which might exist between ‘regional cities’, ‘regional 

areas’, ‘rural areas’, and ‘remote areas’, or las to whether these localiti

subsumed under the umbrella term of ‘regional development’. The paper referred to research by 

the RAI which found that government (in Australia) ‘has diminishing control over the factors that 

shape Australia’s regions. However, governme

settings to encourage growth in the regions’. 

development. ‘In the absence of 

the program not been put in place.’ The literature is largely empty of research which sought to 

quantify ‘the economic and soc

of jobs …rather than on the benefits which followed.’     

–

as a ‘bottom up’ process 

based on ‘top down’ centrist operations. The latter seeks to attract investment from outside, 

whereas the former ‘promotes community empowerment …developmen

industries…closely tied to the local community’. Subsidiarity is supported: ‘good practice …is 



–

le within it.’   Regional demographic change, 

his Foreword, Chair Damian Drum MP referred to Australia’s ‘centralised population’…40% living 

in the 2 biggest cities…the ‘stark realization that we have to take a different approach to growing 

our regions if we want to achieve a different outcome.’ He urges ‘a fundamental shift in spending 

regional Australia’ and claims that ‘the regions…have never been in a better position to take 

round life.’ On the matter 

not government, which has the potential to ‘dwarf’ the benefits of officialdom; but the decisions of 

The Select Committee’s Terms of Reference covered three research sectors:  best practice 

 

 the development of ‘regional strategic plans’ which could help identify potential City Deals;

 

 the need for a White Paper setting out the Federal Government’s policy for regional 

 



of achieving balanced regional development. ’Sustainable regional cities and towns’ were not 

Specifically, the Committee was to engage in ‘ he infrastructure requirements …in a 

The Report’s 

lead to a substantive shift in the Commonwealth’s role in the development of the nation’s cit



to the  Migration Commission which moved towards the establishment of ‘balanced development 

programs’ in the regions.

(1957) argued strongly for a ‘balance’ between city and the bush,

to the need for ‘balance’ in the development of cities and regions: perhaps a definition is implicit 

in the chairman’s opening address when he stated that the main purpose of the event was to 

‘inspire greater interest …in decentralisation…and to press strongly for determined effort towards 

frequently appears in the 2018 Commonwealth’s 

Report as discussed above.  One might reasonably conclude that ‘balanced development’ 

secure a town or city’s economic survival is a 

h of Australia’s five largest cities has produced a metropolitan plan providing for 



–

we have had very little experience in building new ‘general purpose’ towns. The national capital 

–

contained ‘new town’ –

grappled with this concept of ‘optimum’ city size.

A passing assumption was ‘new cities will be a good deal smaller than the present metropolitan 

areas.’ He postulated a program of four new cities in Victoria and NSW, with ‘rapid growth’ being 

pursued until population reaches at least 100,000. ‘It would probably be desirable that some of 

million.’ He hinted at a take

sufficient ‘new towns’, the Canberra neighbourhoods of 

–



Wodonga’s early population target of 300,000 by the turn of the century, He followed 

on logistical and administrative grounds. Budge and Butt (2007) discussed ‘third tier’ cities –

–

‘If such cities can attract growth away

play an enhanced and wider role in Australia’s urban hierarchy’. Overall, it appears that the topic 

assumption seems to have been that the people will come from somewhere…anywhere…but 

–

–

is a ‘hot’ topic. In the decentralisation context, it is being suggested 

instead of adding further burdens to the capital cities. The fact is that ‘rather than b

communities they settle in…the number of international migrants living and working in non

Budge and Butt identified ‘third tier’ cities as having a population in the r



ne of the causes of this ‘imbalance’ was 

–



as a major objective of government policy, ‘the future of selective decentralisation seems 

as ‘one of the great ongoing debates in regional policy –

intervene to support?’.

fluence regional development; regional policy is ‘highly 

problematic’; the goal of significant decentralization is ‘difficult to attain.’ In simple terms his 

ions are ‘wickedly’ difficult to find. Other writers cited by Collits including Searle (1981), 

called ‘place based’ management of 



report.‘

communities…towards a more collaborative and inclusive approach…shift to focus community 

engagement at the earlier strategic planning stage,’ The notion goes further in that it embraces 

–

and wires and roads but also ‘soft’ infrastructure such as cultural facilities, well designed civic 

– seemingly consistent with Richard Florida’s ‘creative 

class/creative cities’ theory (Florida,2002). As the case study herein confirms, the City of Greater 

the scale, a good example is the small town of Coolamon, 25 minutes’ drive north of Wagga 

research which suggests that ‘it is now very much 



wine’.

described the ‘sponge city’ concept as one which might be 

applied to a number of large regional centres which appear to be growing by absorbing or ‘soaking 

up‘  residents and workers from smaller nearby towns a

who sees Dubbo, Mildura, Horsham and Narrogin as good examples of ‘sponge cities.’ 

internal migration, Alexander and Mercer refer to ‘push’ factors such as shortage of jobs or 

housing in the centre of origin, and ‘pull; factors in the destination (such as tertiary education 

opportunities, ‘bright lights’, 

list of the attributes which he sees as being characteristic of a ‘sponge city’. These include a 

‘a closer look at the demographic processes casts some doubt on its sponge city status’. For 

sponge city model ‘is too simplistic’ to afford a thorough understanding of all the 

factors influencing internal migration. Their conclusion is that Salt’s sponge city concept, intriguing 

though it may be, ‘does not stand up to the rigors of more detailed demographic analysis’. This 



points set out below. Accordingly, it is the writer’s view t

 

‘garden cities’ alternative. Like the post

 

of towns and cities. Terms like ‘decentralisation’ and ‘balanced development’ entered the 

through to the 1980s was that ‘something had to be done’ to curtail population decline in 

–

few successes. As Neutze (1974) famously said, decentralisation was everyone’s policy 

one’s program. The Whitlam Labor government of 1972

 



tion. ‘Selective decentralisation’ had 

–

 

to the present day as the ‘top down’ planning and management model –

– eference for the ‘bottom up’ 

 

hips (2000) and the Gillard Government’s Regional Development 

Australia committees have been followed by the current Coalition Government’s Smart 

House of Representatives is being proposed. Creating ‘sustainable regional cities’ is an 

official aspiration. There are hints of a possible ‘new town’ project at the federal level. 

decentralisation itself, progress on the ground in ‘bricks and mortar’ terms is awaited.

 ‘Sponge cities’ have received scant interest. More attractive to several commentators and 

makers has been Richard Florida’s 2002 ‘creative city’ concept and its relevance 



–

and support the process: they could take what Forster called ‘Draconian measures’ but they 

won’t.  The conclusion is that decentralisation under any name will not alleviate metropolitan 

–

 



demands made by the additional population on the city’s hard and soft infrastructure. The city has 

curtailed. In popular terms, the city is ‘full’, and if further deterioration is to be avoided, 

facilities and resources. The parent city will be able to ‘take a breather’ and give serious thought 

more ‘balanced’ fashion due to the decentralisation intervention.

on City A will be eased and B’s decline will be avoided. It looks simple:  but applying this simple 



we establish priorities? Over what period would population transfer take place? Is Town ‘B’ ready 

immediate prospects of avoiding a ‘slow death’. 

–



structure and number of households in urban centres, LGAs and collector’s districts. ABS can 

3% of the State of Victoria’s total 

14, people ‘were 



ance if possible, whether those ‘new’ people were likely 

–

–

needed jobs and money to a small town but their data ‘is not on the radar’ 

– and even then it may be refused as being ‘commercial in confidence’.  



 

–

 

–

 



–

 

 

– –



 

 

employment status, skills and an individual’s social profile.

 

–

 

 

 

 

 

ty. There is a ‘mis match’ between 

population levels and growth rates, with NSW accommodating 36.7% of the state’s population 

outside Sydney but only 25.1 % of the state’s growth occurring in the non



–

–

significantly offset by migrants  from overseas. ‘Sydney, and to a much lesser extent Melbourne, 

international migrants have disproportionately settled in Australia’s two largest cities has bee

Such policies ‘are doomed to fail’ because experience everywhere is that such moves from the 

‘bush’ to the ‘big smoke’ are inevitable.

that today there is a significant trend whereby young people are increasingly returning ‘home’ after 



–

the futility of trying to achieve ‘regional equity’. At the same time, areas showing as yet unrealised 

–

grounds rather than it’s being seen as capable of generating sustainable economic growth in 

which demands a consideration of suitable ‘interventions’ designed to fill the vacuum. Their 

‘Bringing Them Back Home’ 

–

people need to be ‘presented with high quality education, health and recreation choices for their 

children, a relevant properly remunerated job, and appropriate housing.’ It appears that people 

Other elements in a ‘bringing them home’ strategy include

 

 

 



 – called ‘young aged’. The notion that 

–

 

–

farm management. Farms get bigger. Jobs get fewer. Farmers’ sons  and daughters are less likely 



Cowabbie Street in particular and to the town’s economy in general. Local initiatives su

to help relieve the ‘pressure’ on a capital city. Rather do they spring from a combination of local 



that ‘decentralisation’ and ‘balanced development’ are terms which are not in current use. 

parallel, the government has launched its Smart Cities Plan, designed to ‘position Australia’s cities 

Century economy’ by way of ‘smart investment, smart policy, 

technology’

‘Growth Centres’  and ‘new cities for Australia’ concepts of the 1960s 

empt Labor’s plans in this policy field. In the event, McMahon’s efforts were to no avail and a few months 



Philosophically they all seem to share a strong belief that ‘nothing will happen’ unless the action 

–



–

was to gain an understanding of the City’s r

 

 

 

ed ‘pork

barrel’ grant; and 

 

colonial government as a ‘village’ in 1849 and was incorporated as a municipality in 1870. In 1946 



’

‘a creative, innovative and 

ideas driven labour force’ has resulted in the creation of new businesses, increased 

he workforce, 65% of employees have tertiary qualifications up to bachelor’s level and 

–

6,241 in 2006.  Although it may not have yet laid claim to being able to qualify as a ‘Creative Class 

location’ as defined by Richard Florida

flourish and economic prosperity is to grow. He cites his ‘3 Ts’ of a creative place:   technology, 

–

 



 

the city’s economic growth, the Council’s records cover (as per official practice) such 

‘migrant’ enterprises being established in the City for the first time) the number of new 

 

called ‘pork barreling’ by politicians are rare. For obvious 

or children’s play equipment or a grant to a 



therefore seems that in Wagga Wagga’s 

called ‘pork barrel’ grant.

 

 

the Council’s Economic Development Te



state’s agricultural output.

time of writing there is a ‘significant need’ for skilled workers in the rural and manufacturing sectors 

–

2.1% of the state’s total. In the housing sector, around 30% of occupied dwellings are mortgage

–

for a clear definition of regional identity’ to counteract what some saw as a continuing remoteness 

–



–

In 1954, the NSW Premier’s Department released a report on the Murrumbidgee region prepared 

be encouraged and the Commonwealth was to be urged ‘to continue a controlled policy of 

immigration from overseas to meet the demand…’ 

Party’s plans for revolutionizing the national government’s role in matters involving urban 

Board’s first priority was to prepare a regional economic development strategy (funded by the 

be used to form the NSW Economic Development Strategy’. In hindsight, this exercise might be 

seen as typifying the official affection for ‘top down’ planning which prevailed until well into the 



Naranderra) whilst enhancing Wagga Wagga’s position as the premier 

commitment to the Whitlam Government’s growth centres policy. In 1971 the Council made a 

‘selective growth centres’ in NSW.

its basic contention that the next 25 years should see a ‘better distribution of population’ through 

a veiled warning with the Council’s admonition that ‘responsible resource management is 

nvironment for future generations.’ 

The Council’s case for nomination as a growth centre was based on eight premises. The City’s 

natural growth rate was healthy. Local plans demonstrated the City’s potential to accommodate 

–

Council confidently claiming that ‘Sydney and Melbourne will provide a major proportion of the 

future workforce requirements for industries’ in the city.   Particular emphasis

ry Council seeking the city’s selection as the regional 



of 8.6% in the state’s rural population between 1966 and 1971 whilst the population of the NSW 

–

as ‘not even equal to the rate of natural  increase’ and indicative of ‘a substantial amount of 

migration’ from the region.

‘decentralisation is the only way to achieve a balanced population distribution in NSW ‘.

 

 

 

–

l spoke of the ‘rapid growth of the urban 

areas (Sydney and Melbourne)…social problems…congestion…economic problems …the 

question of decentralisation is (now) of major concern…the pressure for decentralisation 

e than equals that coming from the rural areas’. 



In 1975 the Whitlam Labor government was replaced by Malcom Fraser’s conservative coalition 

‘federal economies’, a matter 

selected growth centres, ‘to stop mo

education, entertainment and the professions.’ 

Valley Development League . The name change in 1993 reflected the organisation’s growth in 

Chairman Bull did not refer to the Whitlam government’s hopes f



 

through the NSW government’s Destination NSW program);

 

 

 

 –

 –

profit ‘think tank’ founded in 2012 with seed 



research paper on Richard Florida’s ‘creative city’ concept as experienced to date in Australia. In 

‘slums’. There was a parallel perception –

part of their future growth to the bush ?  The twin concepts of ‘decentralisation’ and ‘balanced 

development’ were born, and during the 4 decades after the end of WW2 these words and the 

by academic researchers, by local politicians and community leaders. ‘Sydney or the Bush’  

cry. For many it was the ‘Clancy of the Overflow’ syndrome

Australian bush poet A.B.”Banjo” Paterson captured the differences between city and bush in his 1889  
by Clancy’s un

‘...I am sitting in my dingy little office, where a stingy

And I somehow  rather fancy that I’d like to change with Clancy

But I doubt he’d suit the office, Clancy of the Overflow.’  



beginning of a vigorous campaign to achieve ‘balanced development’ and ‘decentralisation’ in 

–

–

 

 

called ‘pork

barrel’ grant.

–

–



 

On a final note it is worth observing that the word ‘decentralisation’ is being used less and less 

of Australia’s cities and the people who 



–

 

 Have the city’s population and workforce benefitted from grants and other forms of 

 

between ‘pork barrel’ aid and aid which flows from a genuine decentralisation  

 

–

–



Wagga was gazetted as a ‘village’ in 1849 and growth was slow but steady until 1870 when the 

rous support businesses which laid the ground for the later development of the city’s 

–

–



Hospital is Victoria’s largest –

city and according to the Australian Institute of Architects it ‘represents a new 

plays in the wellbeing of a whole community’

– Australia’s fi

Health, Hazeldene’s Chicken Farm, furniture maker Jimmy Possum, regional campuses of La 

The city is also home to the country’s leading regional art gallery in terms of the number of persons 

– today’s regional policy framework

The latest census showed that about a quarter of Victoria’s population lived in the non

means of keeping local businesses and services alive through local leadership and the ‘bottom 

up’ planning model. Sectors which st

Plan Melbourne also cites the government’s Regional Statement as a document which ‘clearly 

articulates’ the

the government’s Rural and 



Water and Planning (DELWP).. As this is being written, the Council’s new strategic plan for the 

–

through the Council’s day

–

–

 restoration and expansion of the Soldier’s Memorial Hal ;

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 –

 



government’s role in housing is confined to determining land use zones in town plans, to managing 

sprawl. It promotes the concept of ’10 minute neighbourhoods’ in which school

and introduces improved design standards for this sector. It’s strength rests in part on a rigorous 

The Chair of the Victorian Planning Authority claimed in his introductory statement that ‘Plan 

Greater Bendigo sets the benchmark for collaborative planning for a regional city’.

to support the region’s projected mid

‘deliberately bold and aspirational’, designed to attract public and private investment into the city 

–

into a lead position in its approach to exploiting the potential of the ‘cultural and creative industries 

which the city has identified and which are seen as being ‘intrinsically valuab

being’ of the Bendigo community and its surrounding region.

fated green belt in Sydney’s first 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The strategy sees creativity as being ‘integral to the new economy which values knowledge, 

industries proper…they attract and retain talented people who bring vibrancy and investment.

pursuing ’creative city’ ideals.  There is a role for the Council in making creative pathways easier 

Bendigo City’s annual environmental activities report was released last year under a new name 

and in a new format. Its significance in the present context is that it confirms the GBCC’s 

join Bioregional Australia’s One Planet Living Program. The report is less of a strategic document, 

more of a detailed listing of the Council’s achievements on a range of environmental targets w

products; zero waste; and zero carbon energy. The report’s introductory message notes the link 

between the Council’s environmental agenda and other projects such as the Greater Bendigo 

According to GBCC staff, Richard Florida’s writings on urban creativity were influences in the preparation of 
the CREATIVE BENDIGO strategy, but in the city’s case the strategy aims for a more inclusive version
‘creative culture’ than the one advocated by Florida in 2002.  



As was the case in NSW, the 1960s and ‘70s were periods in which regionalism was a frequent 

settlement, and other metrics they shared in the era’s upturn of public and political interest in 

when Gough Whitlam’s Labor Government held the reins in Canberra there was a major flurry of 

ent of the nation’s first ‘growth centre’ on the 

That report was explicit in its intention to discuss what it called ‘the problems of 

decentralisation’ as they related to Victoria in particular as well as to the nation as a whole. At that 

alked of the ‘losing 

battle’ which the country was experiencing as efforts to avoid ‘population imbalance’ were failing. 



conditions which would ‘approximate’ those available in Melbourne. The policy was obviously not 

had the ‘best potential ‘ for growth to 

British New Towns program ‘in bringing about a dispersal of population’ in the UK. The City of 

its statutory duties, it was ‘imperative that resources …of finance and manpower’ be provided.     

paper laid particular emphasis on the fact that the ‘planning problem’ for the region was now 



–

to be called the ‘sponge city’ effect. In the residential sector, the southern LGAs offered relative 

proximity to Melbourne and this had contributed to population growth associated with ‘lifestyle’ 

In spatial terms, growth would follow the preferred ‘Cluster and Connect Growth Plus Urban 

Consolidation’ option which provided for a range of urban centres of different sizes, with a major 

various peripheral centres. Bendigo’s regional role as a centre for employment, investment, 

assets would be protected. The plan’s 



‘Urban Development Options for Victoria’. The paper came at a time when the government

submission was critical of the government’s record in seeking ‘balanced development’ across the 

–

predominantly due to migration from Melbourne. Yet this growth had occurred ‘without 

encouragement from the State Government…the regional planning p

state’. The submission claimed that ‘commitment (by the State Government) to regional centre 

employment and access to services and opportunities.’

significant contribution to the State’s e

rastructure to meet the planned population targets. ‘The implementation of a State 

to such a strategy from both the Federal and State Governments …the regional

option provides the opportunity to ‘get it right’.    

nvironment (Bendigo Regional Office) released its ‘Bendigo Urban Nature Conservation Study’. 

‘development impulses’ fur



acteristics of the regional economy for the purpose of identifying the region’s competitive 

the state government’s agenda for at least half a century.

 – a Division within the Premier’s Department dealing with state development and 

 –

– responsibilities included sponsoring and promoting ‘the full and 

balanced development of the State’, with particular emphasis on regional areas; the 

 –

 – –



 –

 

 –

 –

 

–

–

–

–



–

–

 Bendigo is about 2 hours by road from its ‘parent’ city Melb

 

 Wagga Wagga cannot match Bendigo’s rich collection of Victorian architectural 

 Bendigo’s heritage is gold. Wagga Wagga’s is wool and wheat.

 

 Bendigo houses Australia’s most

 

And so on… 

In Bendigo’s case, the 

‘Plan Melbourne – A State of Cities’ devotes an 

Map 23 in the report illustrates Melbourne’s links with ‘connected cities’ in 

In comparison, Sydney’s latest plan for the metropolitan region limits discussion of regional 

page coverage dealing with ‘connectivity’ to the adjoini

–

– –



discussion of Sydney’s funct

as ‘Australia’s economic powerhouse’ – a city to be served by a plan which will deliver ‘b

“What about the rest of the state ? ” one 

might be tempted to  ask.  Elsewhere, there are no references to ‘decentralisation’ or ‘balanced 

development’ in a document which confidently talks of a population increase from today’s figure 

transport links to regional centres (p.78). ‘Internationally competitive precincts’ are discussed 

, the plan leaves open the matter of the city’s connections to major business 

–

–

South Wales showing Sydney’s geographical position relative to other major centres and the 

–



In this regard it is likely that there was the occasional example of an incoming firm ‘cannibalising’ 

prospect of official assistance. It is probable that the true success stories were those of the ‘home

grown’ entrepre

the like. In Bendigo’s case, proximity to Melbourne offers the prospect of two

to the exodus of young people to ‘the big smoke’ it was suggested that in Bendigo this is not the 

one of the region’s clear advantages over the metropolis. Advice was that one of the main reasons 

–

Bendigo and Sydney will be another ‘pull factor’ in Bendigo’s favour. In the related field of 

–

The ‘Bunnings syndrome’ is often referred to anecdotally. Bunnings arrives in town, and the small local 

affordable housing options, better environment for raising a family, etc; they will ‘never go back’. 



those seeking to ‘put down roots’ and settle in the region. Water is clean and plentiful. In short, 

ee’s office in Melbourne to Bendigo. This was so successful in terms of productivity and staff 

called ‘pork barrelling’ has 

concepts of ‘decentralisation’ and ‘balanced development’ have largely disappeared from the 

State government’s policy agenda, to

planning via the ‘bottom up’ consultative model. Obvious influences here are the compact 

hinterlands. Talk of dampening Melbourne’s growth (and enhancing growth in the regions) by way 

–



 

will be small when measured against Melbourne’s annu

receiving region, any growth no matter how small, will be a plus. In Victoria’s urban settlement 

hierarchy, Melbourne’s primacy will remain unchallenged. 

 Have the city’s population and workforce benefitted from grants a

 ic case of Greater Bendigo City, is it possible to distinguish between ‘pork

barrel’ aid and aid which flows from a genuine decentralisation  program ?

Yes: ‘pork barrelling’ involving major projects and big money has apparently occurred, especially 

 



 



–

reducing the rate of population growth in those cities that are ‘fast growing’ (i.e

in ‘the big smoke’.

terms, Sydney and Melbourne are ‘full’. There is therefore a popular expectation that governments 

– –



 

 



 

 

–

move of the Victorian State Trustee’s Office from Melbourne to Bendigo.   The record shows a 

 



 

–

In theory (and assuming we had Forster’s ‘Draconian powers’ as discussed in the literature 

capital’s excess growth. In NSW, 3 regional centres will have to take an annual total of 13,750 



‘have given up’.    

 

to be alive and well in today’s Australia. Endogenous growth – –

– –



 

Florida (2002) in his work on the ‘creative class’ and creative places talks about ‘t

imperative’ of supporting and promoting creativity as an important component in contemporary 

Florida’s ideas. The city of Wagga Wagga has not overtly declared itself as a Florida example, but 

Coolamon’s outstanding heritage main street and enticing new Cheese Factory is another small 

 

today’s price differences is new. In the rental market a similar situation seems to have arisen. A 

consideration of many factors, one of which will be the cost of housing. But in today’s market, the 

–



 

–

requirements for a ‘new settlement of reasonable size, located away from existing infrastructure’. 

it should not be seen as charity, as’ helping the poor’. Rather should it be seen as a well

See Terms of Reference for Parliamentary Inquiry into the Australian Government’s role in the development 



– not to help relieve Sydney’s growth.  

 

 

becomes an acceptable mantra, a return to Schumacher (1973) and his ‘Small is Beautiful’ thesis 

is a possibility. Schumacher’s work on village

economies and towns along the track. It is understood that some ‘back room’ planning is already 



 

(including study of the ‘third tier’ cities) will benefit as those gaps ar

The short answer is ‘no’. Decentralisation as a government

centres  will suffer decline unless and until they can ‘rediscover’ themselves, find new resources 



‘greener’ lifestyle outside the metropolis. But overall, numbers will be small with negligible impact 

few. It is significant in this context that a ‘new settlement’ (Commonwealth

the Australian Government’s role in city development. 

–

(especially in the city centre and ‘main street’), are all value

downtown mix of entertainment and hospitality activities, would also help to strengthen the town’s 
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