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Regional Policies in Australia 
Regional poicies - driberate atte~ by central govemments to influence regional 
oo.icomes. 'fdlether in relation to the economy. the communly, ttle envi'onmert or the 
governance of the region, or all ofthese 
Tradmna11y, regional policies e.xl$C to correct regional disparities or resjo"'specl&: 
problems 
In Australia, regions= non metro. and regional poHcy often means "getting our ft~ stlare of 
the goodies· (as ago:ilnsc the cities) 
Four main kinds of poiey interventions -
Ptcwlslon of servlots that aspire llO replicate stalktatd of services offered In the clllet, to sui:iport 
Nrel Md r•gion .. lifei;fyiff; 
Economic dewlopment wpport i::>r regions to address Che narrownes., of ttleir economies or the 
~of economic: shocks, ltlrough a rang1 of progn1ms; 
Modest funding to estllbll9:h loc.l and regklf'lal IM~OM to hetp orgenlse regional dlwelopmerw; 
C~nution of f9Qions b the nega!N9 in1>11tls of oh r gov9tnmenl poicin 
Nguabt;'. non-regional pollcles affect regions MUCH MORE than regional policies 
Current approach - help All regions to contribute more to national performa.nce (also 
OECD aps:iroach) 
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Core Questions of Regional Development 

• What are we trying to achieve (or, plA another way, what is the 
•regional problem")? 

• Whose responsibility is regional wellbeirg and regional development 
(which level of government, or not govemment at all but local 
communities and business)? 

• What really drives regional growth and decline? 
• Whal can government policies do about these drivers? 
• What has actually worked In terms of strategies and programs, and 

at what cost? 
• When should govemments intervene (what triggers intervention)? 
• Where (that is. In which regions) should governments intervene? 

and 
• How much should governments intl!Mlne? 



What is Wrong with Regional Policy in 
Australia? 
• It is olf and on, and hit and miss 
• II is generally incoherent or reduced to simple slogans 
• Governments seldom ask the right •prior questions· before 

launching into various initiatives; 
• There is no agreement. and seldom clarity over What regional policy 

Is for; 
• Debates typically revert to the default argument about the size of 

one's oommilment (dollars spent, net Impact); 
• We lack a policy evaluation/learning culture lo inform better policy 
• No one really "ONns" the problem, and regional bodies are set up to 

fail 
• Too lrttle focus on regional economies, and regional developmert 

research is under resourced and under-valued 
• Too little oonversation between researth, policy and practice 



Principles for Sustaining Regional 
Communities 
• Less certralised (Canberra) decision making 
• Genuine ·subsidiariy" and devolution, not localism-llte 
• Better resourced regional institutions 
• Empower leaders and practitioners through new learning 

opportunities 
• Help all regions, not just "losers" or "winners· 
• Take the politics out of regional policy where possible 
• Evaluate strategies for effectiveness 
• Emphasise innovation and entrepreneurship at the local level 

(includng civic ertrepreneurship) 
• Moblhse assets. control the things you can 
• Regions should have a greater say In defining their own boundarie11 
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~ """' The Context 

> Improvements to agricultural efficiency have been a defining component of 
regional change in Australia during the past half century. 

> Overarching bipartisan support for regulatory shifts in promotion of this 
agenda since the mid-1980s. 

> An enabling context for: 

- Competitive production for world markets without producer subsidies; 

- Wealth creation amongst rural producers an the ensuring consolidation of 
farming Into fewer but larger establishments; 

- Increased capitalisation of tanning attached to deepening dependence on 
financial services and advice, and legally appropriate equity arrangements. 

>Yet consistent with: 

- Ongoing dominance of family-centred arrangements within Australian farming. 
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Winners and losers 

, Agricultural efficiency ballasted by supportive regulatory environments has 
created an bipolar industry structure in the rural sector: 
- Ai>proxlmately 10-20% (differs by sector) wtlcll usual~ account for more 1han 50% of 

OUlpUI. 

- A 'long ~ir of ~mailer producers embedded in various ways 'Mth local social and 
econornc fabncs. 

> The dynamics of industry exit in farming are dominated by retirement and 
succession issues. This 'internal resolution• of industry exit has reduced the 
extent of social dislocation and public disquiet associated with restrucbJring, 
but does not negate the issue. 
- Declne of smaller regional towns acts as a proxy for Ille economic costs of fann 

reslJ'uCturtng. 
, Unproblematic application of the efficiency paradigm in the past decade has 

been challenged by the need to incorporate the costs of negative 
environmental externalities into the farm sector. 
- Water p<lcing: biodiversity loss: cimate change adaptive capacities (Exceptional 

Circunstances poicy refonns). 
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Observati ons 

> Why the ascendency of t!Je effjcjeocy oaradigm in Australia? 
- The nation's place In time and space. 
- Ideological oommurities and poicy windows. 
- C<istsnosers have been lntemallsed (social) and/or not widely r«:ogrised 

(environmen1al) 

> Future of the efficiency paradigm? 
- A different national time and place. Heroic carreaigns for multilateral wind-back of 

agricllltral subsidies increa~ty Pf9blematic. Poitical support more unpredictable in 
contexts of minority and multi-party Governments. 

- New conc.eptions of rural space: as multi-layered ensembles of production. 
consumption and eonservation. 

- Aarlctltu'e's 'social licence to operate' (resource use envlronmenlal costs and 
arumal we~are l under increasing scrutiny. Linked to direct actions 'oy Government 
{NSW Native Vegetation regulations. f0< examRlel. Social acceplance questions 
regardng SO<ne of agrlculture's new fronti<n (GM) 

- How to situate t11ese Issues In a global context of Increased food and resolJ'Ce 
prices? In the 1980s, efficiency was I nked to dee.iring terms of trade ('running fastE!f 
to stand stilr). Now. t11e opposite situation exists. 
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~ """ ' I 1· t· f t t· mp 1ca ions or sus a1rnng commurn 1es 

> Continued growth in agricultural efficiency will have the capacity to drive 
wealth creation in rural , but the social and spatial effects of these 
processes will be uneven. 

- Smaller towns versus 'sponge centres' 

.. Smaller versus larger producers 

> In order to pursue the efficiency agenda, proposals need to be attuned to 
wider social and political concerns in the Australia community. 

> The future efficiency paradigm for agriculture will need to more explicrtly 
incorporate environmental externalit ies. 
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