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Abstract 

Government interventionism in development is a contentious issue, nowhere 

more so than in the field of regional development, where support for lagging regions 

often elicits strong responses, either in support of or against any form of state 

intervention. To explore the merits of interventionism, this thesis examines, through 

quantitative analyses, whether or not state investment in regional Western Australia 

(WA) delivered substantial gains, as framed by the outcomes of the state’s Royalties for 

Regions (R4R) program. 

The theoretical modelling and analysis undertaken as a precursor to the 

quantitative analysis revealed that WA has seen a progressive eroding of state 

intervention in regional development, and how this trend has been countered with the 

introduction of the R4R program in 2009. From a place-based perspective, the thesis 

illustrated how the state now has both traditional, interventionist (‘old paradigm’) 

elements of regional development, as well as elements of regionalism, based on 

empowering local institutions to improve regional competitiveness (as per the so-called 

‘new paradigm’ of regional development). 

The thesis also explored the rationale for the R4R program, highlighting how the 

program was the culmination of a ‘perfect storm’ of socio-economic and political 

conditions. These conditions included changing voting rules, benefiting the non-

regional voter base at the expense of regional voters, extreme growth pressures in WA’s 

resource-rich north, contrasting with regional decline and stagnation in non-resource 

regions and a hung election. These all enabled the small regional National Party to 

become kingmaker after the 2008 state election, and ultimately drive through the R4R 

legislation. 
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The quantitative analysis focused on population and employment growth in 

small rural local governments (those with less than 5,000 residents). Using variance 

analysis between projected and actual population figures, the population analysis 

concluded that a substantial percentage of small local government (where R4R monies 

were spent) had poorer population outcomes than anticipated. This supported current 

sentiments that the program did not achieve its intended population goals. The 

employment analysis, which tracked changes in key employment sectors over a decade 

(2006–2016), reached a similar conclusion. The analysis found that industries 

associated with increased amenity (Main Street industries) decreased substantially from 

2011 to 2016, following a growth period from 2006 to 2011. In all the sampled local 

governments, most had declining employment from 2011 to 2016. 

Following the analysis, the thesis concludes with a discussion of the findings, 

looking at regional areas’ structural economic challenges. These include broader 

economic impacts and the increased drive for productivity gains through capital rather 

than labour-intensive means in the resources and agriculture sectors, which are 

important regional employers. The lack of more coordinated planning is also raised, 

particularly how there is little coordination between regions insofar as planning 

approaches and timeframes are concerned. In closing, the thesis questions the rationale 

for regional development—given the larger global economic changes driving 

development.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

In the economics, government and development policy fields, the debate 

between the merits of interventionism and neo-liberalism has raged for decades and will 

likely continue to do so. This holds true for the theory and practice of regional 

development, with regional policy often changing with those entering the halls of 

power, subject to the whims of the prevailing political ideology. There is little 

consensus; governments across the globe continue to debate these two fundamentally 

opposing approaches, some concluding that intervention is worthy of support, while 

others continue to rationalise or erode (depending on one’s perspective) government 

intervention in stagnating regions. More often than not, government policy ends up 

being a mixed bag of interventionism and neo-liberalism, generally reflecting the 

nuanced perspectives and preferences of those in power and their electorate. 

The Australian state of Western Australia (WA) is no stranger to this—its 

political discourse has changed significantly over time, and it has progressively reduced 

government intervention. This mirrors trends in the Western democracies at large, with 

neo-liberalism and government rationalisation becoming increasingly entrenched from 

the 1980s. Since the 1980s, the WA Government’s approach to regional development 

has been one of regional retreat, largely leaving regions to fend for themselves. The 

state government emphasised the importance of regional empowerment and that regions 

should shape and pursue their development destinies while at the same time reducing 

regional service delivery (Haslam McKenzie & Tonts, 2005; Tonts, 1999). 

From a policy and economic perspective, the 2000s was a unique point in time 

for WA. The state’s resource and energy-based economy grew on an unprecedented 

scale (Garnett, 2012), driven by demand from an energy- and commodity-hungry Asia, 
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particularly Chinese, appetite for Western Australian iron ore. Ironically, despite the 

wealth delivered through these industries, the socio-economic conditions in the state’s 

remaining regions were deteriorating. In the Pilbara, the state’s most significant energy 

and minerals region, the unanticipated growth pressures from the expansion in the 

mining and energy sectors substantially increased living costs due to land and 

accommodation shortages, unprecedented demand for labour and inadequate 

infrastructure. In the state’s remaining regions, persistent poor economic growth and 

population decline (Williams, 2011) caused its own unique set of socio-economic 

challenges. These conditions begged for government intervention—on the one hand, 

excessive growth management and planning, and on the other, strategies to attract and 

retain people in slow-growing and declining regions. 

These socio-economic stressors in the regions enabled a political game of chess, 

ultimately won by the state’s small National Party, whose traditional voter base is the 

non-metropolitan regions that favour regional interventionism. As kingmaker party (due 

to a hung election in 2008), the Nationals effectively forced its coalition partner, the 

Liberal Party, to adopt the Royalties for Regions (R4R) program, significantly departing 

from the government’s earlier retreat from interventionism. The scale of resources that 

was channelled into the program was (perhaps reflective of the economic conditions at 

the program’s inception) unprecedented. 

The program essentially secured 25 per cent of the state’s resources royalties 

income to reinvest in its regional areas, supporting objectives such as population 

retention, employment creation and improvement of state and local government–

sponsored amenity. Predictably, the program was accused of pork-barrelling and lack of 

transparency by its detractors while fiercely protected by its supporters. The government 

undertook some assessments and evaluations of the program during the early period of 

its implementation. However, despite acknowledging a substantial lack of reporting on 
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the program’s successes, nothing was done to remedy the governance or transparency of 

the program processes. After a change in government in 2017, the newly elected 

government (WA Labor) questioned the program’s merits and initiated a substantial 

inquiry into the program, which ultimately concluded that its success was still unclear 

concerning its stated developmental objectives. 

It is important to note that, despite the substantial resourcing of the program, no 

definitive quantitative analysis of the program has yet been undertaken. In this context, 

this research seeks to understand whether the R4R program, given the enormity of its 

resources, managed to deliver on its objectives. The research seeks first to provide a 

starting point for more quantitative analysis of the state government’s investment in the 

regions from 2008 until 2017, focusing on two elements of the program: its intent to 

retain the existing regional population and (ideally) grow these populations. Secondly, 

the research will examine whether the program increased employment in regional areas, 

particularly given its emphasis on improving town amenity as a driver for employment 

growth. Given the complexity of regional population and employment dynamics, the 

research methodology employs a pragmatic approach by focusing on small local 

governments (less than 5,000 residents) to test correlations between population and 

investment. This approach is consistent with the actual geographic distribution of 

people across WA—the state is a geographically large (its area exceeds that of Texas 

and comprises around one-third of the Australian mainland) and has very few (around 

30) towns with more than 5,000 residents (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2017). 

The complexity in understanding regional growth trends, both in terms of 

population and regional economies, is acknowledged. Therefore, the research is 

reductionist in its approach to population and employment and does not seek to explain 

either population or employment changes apart from its correlation with R4R funding. 

That would entail an entirely new avenue of research to pursue. Considering these 
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limitations, the research findings will provide some guidance to policymakers to 

improve future decision-making on regional development policy, particularly in the 

Western Australian setting. 

1.2 Aims and Objectives 

Regional WA is sparsely populated, with around 600,000 residents spread over 

an area that comprises roughly a third of Australia (see Figure 1.1). Investment in 

regional areas is subsequently costly due to a combination of large distances and modest 

population size. Considering these conditions, it is worth investigating whether the 

substantial resources channelled through the R4R program delivered on some of its 

most significant intended outcomes. This thesis subsequently seeks to investigate 

whether there is a case for regional interventionism in regional WA. 

To contextualise the research, the thesis introduces key regional development 

concepts. It examines the theoretical underpinnings of neo-liberalism and how these 

manifest in the so-called ‘new paradigm’ (place-based planning) and compares it with 

the ‘old paradigm’ (traditional interventionism). Based on the key characteristics of 

place-based planning, an analytical model comparing WA with the Australian 

Commonwealth and international comparators (Canada and its province British 

Columbia [BC]) follows. This aims to raise awareness of the ongoing dynamic between 

neo-liberalism and interventionism in the regional development field. 

To provide more context about recent regional development in WA, the thesis 

provides an in-depth analysis of the R4R program, specifically how it became the 

central regional development policy in WA from 2008 until 2017 and how it affected 

selected regional populations and economies. The purpose of this is to sensitise the 

reader to the truly unique conditions, which swayed an increasingly neo-liberal state 

back towards regional intervention. 
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Following these contextualising sections, the thesis then proceeds to focus on 

the main research questions. Specifically, it seeks to: 

 Quantitatively examine whether the R4R program, through unprecedented 

capital interventionism, managed to reverse population decline in small 

regional towns; and 

 Quantitatively examine whether the R4R program created employment in 

‘main street’ employment sectors in small regional towns. 

Following the quantitative analyses, the thesis discusses the findings—

examining in detail the implications of the results on broader regional development 

policy. The thesis then concludes by reflecting on the research questions, arguments and 

findings in the thesis’ earlier chapters. 
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Figure 1.1 

Western Australia–A Sparsely Populated State 
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1.3 Organisation of This Thesis 

This thesis is structured around refereed publications (either published, 

submitted for publication or progressed for publication). These papers are represented in 

the text as Chapters 5–8 (acknowledging some repetition across the papers due to the 

contextual policy and information for all papers being similar). This chapter provides a 

general introduction and overview of the research and describes the overall aims and 

objectives of the thesis. 

Chapter 2 describes the overall research design and provides a broad overview 

of the research methodology. The chapter summarises the data sources and 

methodological approaches used in Chapters 5–8, including sampling approaches, 

causal modelling and variance analysis. 

To contextualise the research, Chapter 3 provides a historical overview of 

regional policy in WA in particular and Australia more generally. The chapter follows 

the early days of the Swan River Colony and concludes with the 2008 state election. At 

this point, the R4R program was introduced through a unique set of socio-economic and 

political conditions. 

Chapter 4 provides a detailed discussion on interventionism and neo-liberalism, 

which are the fundamental theoretical concepts underpinning the research in the thesis. 

The chapter examines the ascendency of neo-liberalism in regional development in 

Australia and WA from the 1980s. First, however, the chapter describes the early WA 

Government’s intentions to recreate the so-called ‘yeoman ideal’, notion of 

‘countrymindedness’, Keynesian interventionism and ultimately neo-liberalism. 

Chapter 5 (the first in a series of submitted (or published) journal papers) 

explores the theoretical underpinnings of the R4R program. The chapter examines 

relevant regional development concepts and approaches, such as neo-liberalism and 

interventionism, and focuses on ‘place-based planning’: a manifestation of neo-



8 

liberalism. The paper advances a comparative framework based on place-based 

planning to compare regional development in WA and the Commonwealth of Australia 

with comparable international jurisdictions, the dominion of Canada and its province, 

BC. The chapter concludes that WA has a unique regional planning system, utilising a 

mixture of neo-liberal and interventionist parts. 

Chapter 6 (the second published paper) examines the socio-economic and 

political conditions preceding the R4R program, highlighting the confluence of 

conditions that gave rise to the return to state interventionism in WA. The paper 

provides a detailed examination of the state’s 2008 election and forces that shaped its 

highly contested outcome, particularly the WA National’s (a minor political party) role 

as election kingmaker. From a socio-economic perspective, the chapter examines how 

the state’s unprecedented mining and resources boom affected conditions in the state’s 

regions, creating development pressures in the state’s resource-rich north-west, while 

the remainder of the state experienced little or no economic growth. 

Chapter 7 (the third published paper) is the first part of the quantitative analysis 

of the R4R program, focusing on regional population growth in WA. This chapter uses 

variance analysis to determine whether intervention through the R4R program achieved 

positive outcomes in LGAs with less than 5,000 people. The paper provides a detailed 

narrative on the methodology employed to analyse the population outcomes. It explains 

the selection of the research sample, how it accounts for externalities in the sample and 

how it utilises variance analysis (comparing projected and actual population data) to 

assess whether positive population growth outcomes were achieved. 

Chapter 8 (the fourth paper) builds on the population growth analysis by 

providing a quantitative analysis of the employment impacts of the R4R program, a key 

driver of the program. The analysis uses the same research sample to investigate 

changes in employment trends from 2006 to 2016, assuming that introducing the R4R 
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program would result in substantial employment increases post-2009. The analysis 

disaggregates employment into key categories, including ‘all’, ‘Main Street’ and 

‘government-funded’ industries of employment, to determine whether the R4R 

program’s targeted investment in town amenity improved employment in ‘Main Street’ 

industries of employment. Using variance analysis, the research also investigates 

changes in trends from 2006 to 2011, compared with 2011 to 2016 based on the 

categories above. 

Chapter 9 consolidates the research findings and presents an in-depth discussion 

on the efficacy and relevance of the R4R program for WA. The chapter focuses on a 

broad range of regional issues, such as the structural economic realities of WA’s 

regions, which remain shackled to the predominantly capital-intensive mining, 

resources and agricultural (staples) industries. The chapter also explores the state’s 

regional development planning practices, questioning the interregional alignment of 

strategic planning processes, content and structure. 

The concluding Chapter 10 summarises and reflects upon the key learnings from 

the research and its contribution to the broader regional development policy debate, 

both within WA and broader regional policy environment.   
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Chapter 2: Research Methods 

2.1 Introduction 

As stated previously, this thesis examines whether the WA Government’s 

substantial financial intervention in the state’s regions delivered any of its intended 

outcomes. This chapter provides an overview of the research design and methodology 

used to explore the success of government expenditure on population growth and 

employment growth in key employment sectors. The thesis uses several approaches, 

including: 

 Chapter 3—A detailed historical overview of regional development in 

Australia and WA 

 Chapter 4—A review of key theoretical concepts underlying the research, 

namely interventionism and neo-liberalism 

 Chapter 5—A comparative analysis of regional planning approaches, using 

international case studies 

 Chapter 6—A detailed historical analysis of the causal factors that enabled 

the R4R program 

 Chapter 7—A quantitative analysis using variance analysis to explore 

population change 

 Chapter 8—A detailed quantitative analysis of employment growth in key 

sectors over three Census periods (2006, 2011, 2016). 

2.2 Study Area 

The thesis seeks to understand the success of state intervention in regional WA 

through the R4R program. Consequently, the study area is the entire state of WA, 

covering its nine statutory regions but excluding the Perth metropolitan area. The 

policy, legislation and historical analysis referred to focus on the state in its entirety. 
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The quantitative analysis in Chapters 7 and 8 focuses on the state’s non-metropolitan 

local government authorities (i.e., the ‘regional’). This includes an initial collection of 

107 local governments (non-metropolitan) spread across the state’s nine development 

regions. 

2.2.1 Sample of local governments 

While the research in this thesis covers a large geographic area, it ultimately 

focuses only on a specific subset of the non-metropolitan local governments, namely: 

 Those with populations fewer than 5,000 in 2008 (based on ABS Census 

data). This amounts to 82 local governments, which is 60 per cent of the total 

local governments in WA but representative of 6 per cent of the state’s 

population (this is explained in detail in Chapter 7). The rationale for 

selecting these smaller local governments is that government intervention 

will be more pronounced due to the smaller scale and less complex socio-

economic structure of small local governments than in larger locales. 

 Those without confirmed movements in major project development (i.e., 

opening, closing or going under administration) as defined by the 

Department of Mines and Petroleum (mines and minerals deposits) 

MINEDEX database (described in the following section). The rationale for 

removing local governments with confirmed major projects at the start-up, 

shutting down or closing phases is that it reduces the impact of externalities 

on population and employment changes in the selected local governments. 

 Those with fewer than 500 residents (for population analysis only; this 

criterion was not applied for the paper on employment). The rationale for 

removing local governments with fewer than 500 residents was to consider 

the impact of transient Indigenous populations. 
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As is clear from the above, the sample is not determined by location but by size 

and investment status. 

2.3 Data 

The thesis uses a variety of data sources and types, which will be outlined in 

detail in its respective sections. 

2.3.1 Literature review 

The entire thesis draws heavily on extensive literature reviews. Chapters 3–5, 

which include international case studies and historical analysis, draw heavily on 

regional development literature. The research includes detailed analyses of a wide range 

of government reports, reviews of policy and legislation and a substantial range of 

academic journals, books and other media. 

2.3.2 WA Tomorrow—population forecasts (Department of Planning) 

The quantitative research (Chapter 6) draws heavily on the WA Tomorrow 

forecasts. The Department of Planning (in its past, current and future iterations) 

prepares a set of forecasts representing the best estimate of the future population based 

on existing trends in fertility, migration and mortality (dating to the 1980s). In the 

quantitative analysis in the thesis, the forecasts are used as a proxy for ‘normal’ 

population change and compared with actual population change (Census data). The 

forecasts provide five bands—A to E—that are progressively optimistic, with A being 

the most conservative and E the most optimistic population growth (Western Australian 

Planning Commission [WAPC], 2012b). The research in this thesis used the ‘C’ band. 

2.3.3 Australian Bureau of Statistics—regional population growth 3218.0 

Regional population growth statistics are used throughout the thesis, particularly 

in Chapters 7–8. The ABS’s official population estimate is the Estimated Resident 

Population. This estimate links people to their place of usual residence (in Australia). 

The research on population change uses these estimates, as captured in catalogue no. 
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3218.0 (Regional Population Growth, Australia) on an LGA level. The ABS data are 

generally used to analyse regional population trends in the regions over time. In Chapter 

6, the ABS Census data are used in conjunction with the WA Tomorrow projections 

referred to above to determine how much population growth has deviated from that 

projected before introducing the R4R program. 

2.3.4 Australian Bureau of Statistics—local government by industry of 

employment (LGA by INDP)—2006, 2011, 2016 

The thesis uses employment information from the respective Censuses in 

Chapter 7. The employment information is used to investigate whether there is a change 

in key employment sectors due to the introduction of the R4R program. This 

information was collated from the ABS TableBuilder application (online). 

2.3.5 Minerals and deposits information—MINEDEX (major project 

information) 

The quantitative analysis in Chapters 7 and 8 draws heavily on MINEDEX 

information. The WA department responsible for mining regulation (presently the 

Department of Mines, Industry Regulation and Safety) hosts and maintains a spatial 

database, MINEDEX, which contains extensive data on mining projects and exploration 

sites across the state. The major project information in the database was used to 

determine whether major projects started, closed or ceased in any sampled local 

governments. This was done to reduce the externalities, which could affect population 

change. In terms of the methodology, all mining projects in a specific local government 

were identified—following that, the projects were assessed on whether they 1) opened, 

2) went under administration or 3) closed during the assessed period. If a local 

government had a project that changed status during the assessed period, it was 

removed from the sample, given that the opening or closure of a major project would 

likely affect population growth. 
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2.3.6 Royalty for Regions progress reports 

The Department of Regional Development (in its different iterations) published 

R4R progress reports from 2008 to 2016. These reports varied somewhat in their 

content but generally provided an overview of the expenditure on R4R projects in 

different regions across the state. The financial information in these reports was used to 

calculate (insofar as the records allowed) what funds were spent on local government 

amenity in the selected case study local governments. These financial figures do not 

cover the entirety of the R4R spent in the selected local governments, as they exclude 

consideration of other service infrastructure such as schools, hospitals and clinics. 

2.4 Research Design 

Most contemporary research and investigations on the R4R program draw 

significantly on qualitative data rather than quantitative analysis. The various 

assessments and reviews (Langoulant, 2018; URS Australia, 2014) of the program 

undertaken by the state government focused on perceptions of impact (qualitative) or 

analysis of processes rather than quantitative metrics linked to overall program 

objectives. Further, most academic enquiries focus largely on particular aspects of the 

program and (or) on particular theoretical aspects of the program. 

There remains an absence of literature providing quantitative assessments or 

enquiries on the success of the R4R program. In light of this, the thesis seeks to build a 

coherent narrative of regional development to contextualise its quantitative enquiries to 

assess the program’s stated objectives on population and employment growth. The 

thesis starts by introducing the reader to regional development in Australia and WA, 

followed by a detailed examination of key theoretical concepts that are foundational to 

the research questions. Once these basic concepts have been established and 

communicated, the thesis provides a case study analysis and causal analysis of the 

program. This is followed by two distinct quantitative investigations into population 
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growth and employment growth. The research comprises the following distinct 

components: 

Chapter 3—Regional planning in Australia and Western Australia 

(historical review based on a literature review) 

Chapter 3 provides a detailed narrative on regional planning in both Australia 

and WA. The narratives draw heavily on government reports, policy papers and media 

statements and academic journals. The chapter explores the regional development in the 

early days of the WA colony and concludes with the 2008 state election. 

Chapter 4—Regional Development Theory: Interventionism and Neo-

liberalism (review of theoretical fundamentals based on a literature review) 

Chapter 4 explores the theoretical underpinning of the research, which revolves 

around the concepts of state interventionism and neo-liberalism. Following a detailed 

exploration of the concepts, the chapter explains how these manifested in WA (through 

the yeoman ideal, countrymindedness and ultimately, a retreat from regional 

intervention). 

Chapter 5—International case studies (comparative analysis of regional 

planning based on a literature review) 

The chapter presents an analytical framework to analyse regional development 

from a place-based perspective. The chapter draws heavily on the work of Tomaney 

(2010, 2012). Building on his conceptual framework, the paper explores regional 

development at both national and sub-national levels. Due to its social and economic 

similarities, the paper examines the Australian Commonwealth and the Dominion of 

Canada (national level) and WA and BC (sub-national level). The paper concludes with 

a comparative discussion between the different case studies, highlighting how WA’s 

adoption of the R4R program makes it unique among its evaluated peers. 
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Chapter 6—Causal analysis of factors enabling the R4R program 

(historical/political and socio-demographic study based on a literature review) 

Having established the fundamental theoretical foundation of the research, in 

Chapter 6, the focus turns to the historical context that enabled the R4R program. The 

R4R program did not come into being without reason, and the second part of the 

research examines the ‘perfect storm’ of socio-economic and political conditions that 

enabled the program. To this end, the paper presents a causal framework, based on an 

extensive literature review, examining a broad range of socio-economic factors 

rationalising the program. Issues explored as part of the causal framework include the 

impact of the state’s unprecedented ‘mining boom’ on the regions, economic decline 

and stagnation in large parts of regional WA, the state’s regional policy settings and the 

closely contested 2008 state election. The paper ultimately seeks to explain the 

complexity of conditions that allowed for a substantial change in regional development 

policy. 

Chapter 7—Quantitative comparison between forecast and actual 

population growth (variance analysis) 

Chapter 7 describes the quantitative analysis of the impact of the R4R program 

on populations in small local governments. The approach can be described as a variance 

analysis that compares projected and actual population change. Variance analysis 

evaluates whether an externality affected a specific outcome; for example, the extent to 

which a family planning policy affected the rate of teenage pregnancies, or in the case 

of economics, whether or not a tax policy affected projected growth. 

The analysis commenced by identifying small (> 5,000 residents) local 

governments with evidence of R4R investment. The paper then examined externalities 

that could affect population change and discounted those local governments where 

externalities (major resource projects) could account for population change. The paper 
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also discounted local governments with fewer than 500 residents to account for the 

impact of transient Aboriginal populations. 

After determining the appropriate sample of local governments, the analysis then 

examined the variation between their projected growth (sourced from the state 

demographer’s forecasts, WA Tomorrow) and their actual growth (sourced from the 

ABS), taking into consideration a five per cent deviation (+/-). Based on the results, the 

paper provides a detailed discussion of the implications of the findings. 

Chapter 8—Quantitative analysis of employment trends in key sectors after 

the introduction of the R4R program (variance analysis) 

Chapter 8 builds on the preceding analysis and presents a quantitative 

examination of the change in employment trends in key industries over two Census 

periods (2006–2011 and 2011–2016). This analysis used the same sample as referred to 

in the section above. However, it did not discount for major projects or transient 

Indigenous person movement. The research also used variance analysis and examined 

whether the employment trends (overall, and in key industries) observed during 2006–

2011 persisted, or changed during the 2011–2016 period, with the assumption that, 

given the R4R investment, 2011–2016 employment trends should, as a minimum, 

remain stable, or, ideally, improve. The analysis explored the variation between 

extrapolated employment trends and actual employment trends. 

Chapter 9—Discussion and case study 

Chapter 9 presents an in-depth reflection on the preceding findings and discusses 

some of the structural economic regional issues in contemporary regional WA. The 

chapter uses a case study (Newman) to explore regional interventionism in a particular 

location. 
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2.5 Conclusion 

This chapter described how the research project (the thesis) is organised. It 

explains the theoretical underpinnings and historical contextualisation before presenting 

two quantitative investigations into population and employment. The research 

concludes with an informed discussion based on the findings of the quantitative 

analysis.   
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Chapter 3: Regional Development in Australia: Context 

3.1 Introduction 

To appreciate the complexity of regional development in Australia and WA, it is 

necessary to understand the political and economic history that underpins the current 

policy landscape. This chapter will provide a detailed overview of the historical forces 

that shaped regional development in WA until the introduction of the R4R program. 

3.2 Early Settlement to Post–Second World War 

Both state and federal governments adopted an interventionist approach to 

regional development during the end of the nineteenth and the first part of the twentieth 

century. According to Haslam McKenzie (2020, p. 3), ‘for 145 years after white 

settlement in 1829, WA struggled to remain viable, depending on, first, the British 

Colonial Office, and after Federation in 1901, the Commonwealth to underwrite a range 

of services and infrastructure’. As early as 1890, ‘state paternalism’ (Tonts & Jones, 

1997) emerged to address the failure of the private sector to promote economic growth 

in what was considered under-developed areas of WA. In particular, WA’s first 

Premier, Sir John Forrest, was an adamant supporter of state intervention and 

committed to developing intensive agriculture and building key infrastructure such as 

ports and railways to drive regional development. 

The early Australian state and federal governments recognised that the 

prosperity of agriculture depended, at least in part, on the cross-subsidised provision of 

public services and infrastructure. Further, ‘the provision of public services such as 

schools, hospitals and police stations, together with a comprehensive transport and 

communications infrastructure, were seen as instrumental in developing stable rural 

communities and a profitable agricultural export industry’ (Tonts & Jones, 1997, p.173). 

The early governments of WA vigorously supported the yeoman ideal through this 
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paternalistic approach, giving effect to the vision through settlement schemes, 

infrastructure development and migration policies (the so-called yeoman ideal sought to 

transplant the English landscape on the harsh environment of WA (Tonts, 2002)). 

The discovery of gold at Kalgoorlie and Coolgardie in the late-nineteenth 

century was a boon for agricultural development. It enabled WA to channel resources 

into agriculture, namely the development of rail infrastructure linking the goldfields 

with Perth (and which also provided transport for grain) (Tonts, 2002). The gold boom 

was also a pivotal moment in the state’s economy, with mining taking the reins from 

agriculture as the dominant driver of the state economy (Haslam McKenzie, 2020). 

By 1914, small landholdings faced an imminent demise, due to a combination of 

worsening commodity prices and prolonged drought (Tonts, 2002). However, despite 

the labour and investment privations post–Second World War, the yeoman ideal 

persisted. The government offered small blocks of mostly uncleared land for service 

members and their families as a reward for their national service and to further develop 

large tracts of under-developed land and populate the small towns established to support 

them. The soldier settlement scheme and the yeoman ideal ultimately failed due to the 

conflict between the idealised landscape and the WA reality. 

3.3 1950–1990 

After the Second World War, Keynesian economics emerged as the main 

ideology for developed Western nations (Tonts & Jones, 1997). In light of this ideology, 

public investment in regional development was justified because it stimulated economic 

growth and sought to achieve spatially equitable socio-economic development (Haslam 

McKenzie & Tonts, 2005). Various government fiscal policies, such as tariff barriers, 

industry regulation and price support mechanisms, supported the agricultural industry 

(Tonts & Jones, 1997). This approach essentially saw the ‘profits’ of capital 

accumulation redistributed within the nation’s regions through a set of social, economic 
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and spatial policies that aimed to ensure stability and growth in the domestic economy 

(Haslam McKenzie & Tonts, 2005). 

In 1977, the federal government established the Rural Adjustment Scheme, 

which consolidated earlier schemes to address agriculture market problems. The scheme 

sought to improve Australia’s rural industries and make them more internationally 

competitive (Cockfield & Botterill, 2006). The scheme targeted marginal farmers by 

providing funds for productivity and efficiency improvements. Ultimately, subsequent 

iterations of the scheme became more focused on farm business rather than farming 

families, reflecting the overall pivoting towards increased neo-liberalism. 

On a federal level, regional development policy changed substantially around 

the 1980s. Prior to the Hawke–Keating Labor Government (1983–1991), the Whitlam 

Labor Government initiated the Department of Urban and Regional Development 

(DURD) in 1974–1975 to drive regional growth, including the regional growth centres 

program (Orchard, 1999). This initiative ended with the Fraser Coalition Government 

(1975–1982), which dismantled all Commonwealth instruments to drive regional 

development and cascaded responsibility for regional affairs to the states (Orchard, 

1999) without any additional funding or resources. 

The subsequent Hawke–Keating Government set about a neo-liberal policy 

framework. It implemented a range of economic reforms to rationalise government and 

reduce government expenditure relative to national production (Searle & Cardew, 

2000). These reforms, including the National Competition Policy (NCP), sought to 

integrate the Australian economy into the larger global economy. The reforms included 

banking and financing deregulation, market-linked interest rates, floating the exchange 

rate and various deregulation degrees of statutory industry marketing authorities (Tonts 

& Jones, 1997). 
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The NCP (ratified in 1992 and agreed by states in 1995) sought to make 

Australia’s economy more efficient—‘economic efficiency has become the over-riding 

principle driving government, and it is to be extended to “all areas of national life” ’ 

(Beeson & Firth, 1998, p. 224). Buy-in by the state governments was ‘very much a 

forced consensus in which the Federal government threatened to withhold key payments 

until the States agreed to the Hilmer strategy’ (Capling, Considine & Crozier, 1998, p. 

92). 

According to Alexander (1994), repeated calls for federal government 

intervention in regional affairs were ignored due to the economic–rationalist policy 

direction. While the policy encouraged a large inflow in foreign investment to largely 

urban mega-projects, it ‘ran counter to efforts to provide more balanced urban 

development’ (Alexander, 1994, p. 6). These major private overseas investments 

effectively resulted in the ‘corporate phase of urbanisation’, with ‘foreign investors 

playing one state government off against one another in order to get the most 

advantageous terms for their investment’ (Paris, 1994, p. 558). The economic 

restructuring also led to a process of de-industrialisation with significant job losses in 

the manufacturing sector (Paris, 1994). Rural policies were characterised by scaling 

down or rationalising rural services, including health, education and communication 

services, resulting in increasing social disadvantage for rural residents (Tonts, 1999). 

International trade liberation also progressively reduced import tariffs and 

restrictions, exposing the farming community to the whims of the global economy 

(Tonts & Jones, 1997). These economic changes, coupled with the escalating cost of 

international farm inputs and the oil crisis, resulted in a financial crisis in the farming 

sector. Farmers resorted to borrowing, now easier due to financial deregulation, to 

mitigate their declining incomes. Still, they were adversely affected by subsequent high 

interest rates in the late 1980s and early 1990s (Tonts, 1999). The Productivity 
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Commission (2005) estimated that over the 20 years preceding 2002–2003, the number 

of farms in Australia declined from 178,000 to 132,000 (approximately a quarter). 

However, many of those remaining holdings expanded to take advantage of economies 

of scale. By 1988, the Rural Adjustment Scheme was not seeking to keep marginal 

farmers on land; it specifically targeted ‘the efficiency of Australian rural industry to 

enhance its international competitiveness and its potential contribution to the national 

economy’ (Senate Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport References Committee, as 

cited in Cockfield and Botterill, 2006, p. 75). 

In 1986, the federal government became briefly involved in regional 

development through the Economic and Rural Policy statement (Tonts, 1999) to 

respond to severe economic conditions in farming and rural communities. The 

Commonwealth initiated the Country Centres Project with very limited funding to 

develop a local facilitation system. This enabled ‘local committees to undertake SWOT 

analyses and ‘facilitators’ to identify possible projects, aid in the development of 

business plans, match project with private capital and help to cut bureaucratic red tape 

to get projects up and running’ (Taylor, M., 2000, p. 118). The approach was broadened 

to promote voluntary regional cooperation between local governments through 

Voluntary Regional Organisations (Taylor, M., 2000). This approach essentially 

maintained the Commonwealth’s neo-liberal line and was not an interventionist 

approach but rather a self-help mechanism (Taylor, M., 2000). 

In WA, the Burke Labor Government (elected 1983) changed the existing 

direction of planning from facilitator of growth to driver of growth. In contrast with 

previous Liberal governments, the new government approach saw it become an ‘active 

participant in the market, with a potential to stimulate—and not merely facilitate—

economic growth’, reflecting the ‘Labor-Corporatist style of government…in vogue at 

the time in Australia’ (Hedgcock & Yiftachel, 1994, p. 310). 
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Despite concerns about the increasing impact of the planning profession politics, 

regional planning in the state ‘gained some stature’ (Hedgcock & Yiftachel, 1994, p. 

311). Significant regional planning initiatives were undertaken, including the Bunbury 

2000 strategy. The strategy had broad ambitions. It sought to develop Bunbury as an 

alternative urban centre to Perth to balance the state’s population distribution. It also 

wanted to establish Bunbury as the main service and administrative centre for the state. 

Finally, the strategy wanted to develop the town as a catalyst for growth and regional 

tourism gateway (Pradzynski & Yiftachel, 1991). The approach was to establish 

(through legislation) a regional authority to drive socio-economic growth and manage 

planning within the region (Paül & Haslam McKenzie, 2015). The state established the 

South West Development Authority in 1983, and it became a statutory authority in 1984 

(Pradzynski & Yiftachel, 1991). The South West Authority Act 1984 enabled the South 

West Development Authority to promote projects in the region by assisting investors in 

working with government and undertake economic research into development 

opportunities. 

In the subsequent years, the respective Labor governments established the Great 

Southern Development Authority (1987), the Geraldton Mid West Development 

Authority (1988), the Goldfields–Esperance Development Authority (1990) and the 

Pilbara Development Commission (1992). These regional authorities had some strategic 

planning capacities, largely removed from formal statutory land use planning processes 

(Paül & Haslam McKenzie, 2015). 

The federal government’s neo-liberal reforms also targeted one of the key 

instruments of regional development in WA, namely state agreements. State agreements 

are project-specific legislation agreed between the state government and a project 

operator; they define how a resource project operates and cover approximately 85 per 

cent of petroleum and mineral production in WA (Horsley, 2013). These state 
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agreements have enabled significant infrastructure development in regional areas, 

including establishing mining towns (e.g., Wickham, Newman and Tom Price) 

(Horsley, 2013). The federal government reviewed state legislation that could 

potentially contravene the NCP to determine if such legislation could be exempted 

(Horsley, 2013). State agreements were exempted because they ‘provided prospective 

economic benefits to Western Australia’ (Horsley, 2013, p. 297). 

3.4 1990–1996 

According to Glasson, Jennings and Wood (1997, p. 34), ‘Australia entered the 

1990s in recession, with growing unemployment, a stagnant economy, balance of trade 

problems and high levels of foreign indebtedness’. International competitiveness 

continued as the focus of economic management. Reforms included economic 

liberalisation and deregulation, the privatisation of state-owned services, the application 

of market principles in the public sector and reduced welfare spending (Tonts & Haslam 

McKenzie, 2005). Financial, economic and labour markets deregulation continued to 

‘disassemble “Fortress Australia” with its tariff walls’ (McGrath-Champ & Searle, 

2005, p. 3). The free-market approach increased existing spatial inequalities. This 

included higher regional unemployment rates and rural, regional and remote incomes 

considerably lower than urban areas (Glasson et al., 1997; Tonts, 1999). This was also 

reflected in declining services, including health and education and higher welfare 

dependency combined with reduced access to social services (Stillwell, 1994; Tonts, 

1999; Tonts & Haslam McKenzie, 2005). 

In 1991, Paul Keating became the (Labor) prime minister after challenging and 

defeating then Prime Minister Bob Hawke (1983–1991). At the time, ‘interest in 

regional development policies at a Commonwealth level experienced somewhat of a 

resurgence’ due to two interrelated causes (Tonts & Haslam McKenzie, 2005, p. 187). 

Firstly, the contribution of the Hawke Government’s neo-liberal policy reforms to 
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regional socio-economic disadvantage, such as financial deregulation and trade 

liberalisation, was becoming apparent in the early 1990s (Keating, 1992). In addition, 

the government had to consider the political implications of the socio-economic 

disadvantage of their policy reforms (such as the reduction of tariffs) in areas like the 

Western suburbs of Sydney, industrial centres like Newcastle and the coastal regions of 

New South Wales (NSW)’s north coast in the upcoming 1993 federal election 

(McGrath-Champ & Searle, 2005; Tonts & Haslam McKenzie, 2005). According to 

McGrath-Champ and Searle (2005, p. 3), 29 of 50 marginal federal seats were in non-

metropolitan areas where the negative effects of the internationalisation strategy were 

experienced most severely. 

The Hawke–Keating Governments prepared more than 100 reports related to 

regional development (Alexander, 1994; Tonts, 1999) between 1990 and 1993. The 

Industry Commission produced one of the first major reports, Impediments to Regional 

Industry Adjustment, in 1993 (Tonts, 1999). This report argued for the continuation of 

the neo-liberal economic reforms and questioned the value of regional assistance 

(Alexander, 1994; Tonts, 1999). The second major report (the Kelty Report) by the 

Taskforce on Regional Development investigated regional employment and 

development equality. The report (Developing Australia: A Regional Perspective) 

emphasised transport and communications infrastructure modernisation to improve 

education and regional employment (Tonts & Haslam McKenzie, 2005). The report also 

proposed establishing 66 regional economic development organisations to plan and 

promote regional development and align policy between the Commonwealth, state and 

local governments. 

The 1994 McKinsey Report, Lead Local, Compete Global, emphasised the 

importance of local leadership and improved quality of life factors to regional 

development. The Bureau of Industry Economics’ report—Regional Development: 
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Patterns and Policy Implications—advocated the importance of balanced regional and 

social development (Tonts & Haslam McKenzie, 2005). 

These reports contributed to the Commonwealth’s Working Nation policy, 

released in 1994. The policy contrasted conventional regional development principles of 

the time and highlighted the economic contribution of smaller non-metropolitan 

regional centres. Kelly, Dollery and Grant (2009, p. 181) suggest that the policy differed 

from the previous Whitlam approach. It focused heavily on economic development with 

a ‘fresh vision of government as facilitator, rather than the driving force’ of regional 

development. Working Nation included five regional development components: 

improving financing options, facilitating infrastructure investment, encouraging best 

practices, promoting export activity and better program delivery (McGrath-Champ & 

Searle, 2005). 

The approach was essentially bottom-up, depending on local entrepreneurship to 

drive a region’s prosperity (Glasson et al., 1997; Kelly et al., 2009; McGrath-Champ & 

Searle, 2005; Stillwell, 1994). This self-help approach manifested itself through the 

regional development program, which funded voluntary Regional Development 

Organisations (RDOs). Area Consultative Committees were also established to assist 

regions with training programs and employment generation (Kelly et al., 2009). The 

regional funding allocation within the program was still marginal, approximately only 

three per cent of the total A$6.5 billion allocated to Working Nation policies (McGrath-

Champ & Searle, 2005). Some state governments (South Australia and Victoria) 

declined to provide any financial support for the development of the RDOs, and the WA 

Premier (Richard Court) ‘strongly attacked the proposal to allocate resources directly to 

regions rather than state governments’ (Forth, 1996, p. 80). 

In 1993, the Liberal–National Coalition, under Richard Court, came into power 

in WA. According to Haslam McKenzie and Tonts (2005, p. 204), the ‘re-emergence of 
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regional development policy in Western Australia can be traced to a change in 

government in 1993 when the newly elected Liberal–National Coalition passed the 

Regional Development Commissions Act’. The Act provided nine formal regions, each 

with a Regional Development Commission, building on the development authorities 

established by the state Labor Party 10 years before. The establishment of the 

commissions was partly due to the structure of the coalition government. The Nationals, 

the minor party in the Coalition, had strong rural representation, which required the 

Coalition to make a formalised commitment to regional development to capture the 

rural electorate (Haslam McKenzie & Tonts, 2005). 

The Regional Development Commissions, whose boards consisted of 

community, local government and ministerial appointees, would be responsible for 

coordinating government activities, economic growth, regional job creation and social 

development (Haslam McKenzie & Tonts, 2005). The Chairs of the Regional 

Development Commission represented their commissions on the Regional Development 

Council (RDC). While the commissions had no decision-making powers, they could 

influence decision-makers through economic planning, project coordination, research 

and information sharing (Glasson et al., 1997). The commission’s approach to regional 

development reflected that of the federal government, namely that economic 

development must be generated or initiated from local sources (Tonts, 1999). 

In 1995, the WA Government proposed amendments to the Western Australian 

Planning Act to ‘consolidate and to advance regional planning outside the metropolitan 

region’ (Glasson et al., 1997, p. 36). Prior to the Act’s introduction, there was no 

statutory mechanism to develop or implement regional plans. The Act enabled the 

WAPC to establish Regional Planning Committees, prepare statutory regional planning 

schemes and required the WAPC to prepare a state planning strategy to coordinate 

regional land use planning and land development (Glasson et al., 1997). 
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3.5 1996–2001 

In 1996, the Liberal–National Coalition Government under John Howard was 

elected. The Howard Government also adopted a hands-off, bottom-up approach to 

regional planning, which embedded localism as the predominant philosophy of the time 

(Collits, 2008). According to Collits (2008, p. 295), between 1996–1998, the Howard 

Government’s regional policy approach was aimed at distancing itself from ‘the Keating 

Government’s regional interventionism and its desire to curtain government spending, 

including in areas like regional development, which it then saw as largely the 

responsibility of the States and Territories and where it found significant overlap’. In 

1997, the Rural Adjustment Scheme was replaced with the Agriculture Advancing 

Australia package, which continued the pivoting towards support for farmers to secure 

their own viability through better business skills and education (Cockfield & Botterill, 

2006). 

Soon after coming into power, the Howard Government announced an inquiry 

by the National Committee for Audit into the public service (Tonts & Haslam 

McKenzie, 2005). The committee found that regional programs were ‘ineffective and 

inefficient’ (Tonts & Haslam McKenzie, 2005, p. 199) and ‘seen as interfering with 

market efficiency and being symptomatic of big government, and therefore undesirable’ 

(McGrath-Champ & Searle, 2005, p. 6). In July 1996, the Commonwealth’s Regional 

Development program was scrapped by the Howard Government (Taylor, M., 2000), 

resulting in dismantling most RDOs across the country (Kelly et al., 2009). The Howard 

Government continued to support the Area Consultative Committees from the Keating 

era, although their regional employment focus was redirected towards funding projects 

(Kelly et al., 2009). 

The government further decentralised regional development, reiterating the 

Commonwealth was not constitutionally obligated to provide it (McGrath-Champ & 
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Searle, 2005). The new approach, encapsulated by Rebuilding Australia (1996) and 

Regional Australia, Leading the Way (1997), essentially absolved the Commonwealth 

Government from any responsibility for regional development (McGrath-Champ & 

Searle, 2005). The federal government would only contribute to regional wellbeing 

through economic reform and deregulation (Tonts, 1999). To reflect this ideological 

shift, the Department of Transport and Regional Development was restructured as the 

Department of Regional Services (Tonts & Haslam McKenzie, 2005) to reflect the new 

focus on services rather than development per se. 

Also in 1996, the WA Liberal Party (still under Richard Court) maintained 

control of the WA Government. In 1997, the state government released the State 

Planning Strategy (SPS). This strategy provided the long-term vision (30 years) for 

WA. The strategy was broadly viewed as a much-needed improvement in regional 

planning. It was developed in collaboration with the commissions and spatially linked to 

the strategy with the regional development regions (Haslam McKenzie & Tonts, 2005). 

The strategy was considered the ‘framework for regional planning and development’ 

(Glasson et al., 1997) and reflected a general trend of regional development to increase 

its focus on environmental sustainability (Glasson et al., 1997; McGrath-Champ & 

Searle, 2005). In 1998, the WAPA Act was amended to ‘formalise the requirement for 

the WAPC to make regional plans as required’ (Haslam McKenzie & Tonts, 2005, p. 

207). 

From 1998 to 2001, the Howard Government reversed their non-interventionist 

approach due to pressure from the then National Party Deputy Prime Minister, John 

Anderson, who responded to the dramatic loss of rural services and the associated rise 

of Pauline Hanson and One Nation in the 1998 Queensland election (Collits, 2008). In 

1999, the government released a policy statement, Regional Australia: Meeting the 

Challenge, highlighting the regions’ responsibility for their futures (Tonts & Haslam 
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McKenzie, 2005). Later that year, the government convened the Regional Australia 

Summit, featuring many leading policy professions and practitioners (Collits, 2008). The 

summit was considered a platform for inclusive policymaking and resulted in a 

‘Framework for Cooperation’ that sought to bring together state ministers for regional 

development. However, there were varying levels of enthusiasm for commitment to the 

RDC borne from the framework (Collits, 2008). 

In 2000, the WA Government launched the Regional Development Policy for 

Western Australia. The policy represented WA’s first ‘Whole-of-Government’ approach 

to regional development. It echoed the federal government’s view that the regions 

should drive regional development through a partnership approach between industry, 

government and the local communities (Haslam McKenzie & Tonts, 2005). The policy 

included funding for social and economic infrastructure and emphasised responsive 

government and regional decision-making. It was anticipated the policy would serve as 

a blueprint for all government agencies (Cowan, 2000). The government established the 

Regional Development Trust Fund, which would allocate A$80 million over four years 

to attract and retain regional populations and encourage business and industry to locate 

in regions. The fund included a A$30 million special capital works program to broaden 

the economic base of regions, called Investing in the Future (Cowan, 2001; Haslam 

McKenzie & Tonts, 2005). 

3.6 2001–2007 

According to Collits (2008), the third stage of the Howard Government’s 

(Commonwealth) attempt at regional development (2001–2007) consisted of 

implementing the then Deputy Prime Minister’s ‘light touch’ interventionist policy 

vision through various regional development programs and improving inter-

governmental relationships (enabled through the RDC). The RDC was established under 

the auspices of the Council of Australian Government (COAG) and brought together 
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state and territory ministers for Regional Development and the Australian Local 

Government Association (ALGA). The different jurisdictions had varying degrees of 

commitment to the Council and ‘achieved little by way of major new initiatives or 

reformed governance’ (Collits, 2008, p. 298). The government introduced the 

Sustainable Regions Program to support regions experiencing socio-economic change 

in 2001, but with a modest administrative budget. 

The Commonwealth Government released its Stronger Regions, a Stronger 

Australia statement in 2001. The policy consolidated all the government initiatives to 

date, including the Sustainable Regions Program, reduced charges for agricultural 

exports, improvements to the NCP and a Government Information program (Anderson, 

2001). It also included an A$30 billion overview of government expenditure that 

directly targeted regional areas or clearly benefited regional areas (Collits, 2008). 

Between 2001 and 2005, the Commonwealth spent approximately 70 per cent of the 

A$1.2 billion allocated to its Roads to Recovery funding in rural or regional Australia, 

signifying a ‘break with post-war liberal governments’ scaling down of programmatic, 

financial commitment to regional development’ (Kelly et al., 2009, p. 184). 

During 2001, the WA Labor Party, under Geoff Gallop, came into power after 

six years of Liberal government under Richard Court. The WA Government also 

appointed a minister for the Kimberley, Gascoyne and Pilbara regions to improve those 

regions’ representation in state government (Stephens, 2001c). The government 

established the Department of Local Government and Regional Development 

Department, which included the Department of Commerce and Trade functions and the 

Department of Local Government. This approach sought to improve collaboration 

between local governments and the regional development commissions (Stephens, 

2001b). 
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The state Cabinet agreed to introduce legislation for a Regional Investment 

Fund. The fund would allocate A$75 million towards investment-ready capital 

infrastructure projects to increase employment or access to service, locally identified 

projects run by regional commissions. It would include a WA Regional Initiatives 

Scheme for non-capital projects spanning multiple regions (Stephens, 2001a). 

In 2003, the Commonwealth Government consolidated various programs into 

the Regional Partnership Program (Collits, 2008) through the Area Consultative 

Committees (established under Keating). The program aimed at assisting non-

metropolitan communities in initiating a variety of projects to enable economic growth 

(Collits, 2008). Still, it was broadly criticised for ‘politicising regional development 

funding’ (Collits, 2008, p. 287) because ministers and parliamentary secretaries chose 

the projects to be funded (Collits, 2008). 

At the same time, the WA Labor Government released its ‘Regional Western 

Australia—A Better Place to Live’ policy to replace the Regional Development Policy 

for Western Australia, released in 2000 (Gallop & Stephens, 2003). The new policy’s 

general ‘bottom-up’ approach did not differ significantly from its predecessor, but 

unlike its predecessor, it did include identifiable development targets and priorities 

(Haslam McKenzie & Tonts, 2005). The new policy targeted regional living standards 

and included numerous strategies targeting, inter alia, regional economic development 

(Gallop & Stephens, 2003). The policy proposed that government departments would be 

required to report on regional performance measures and objectives as part of their 

corporate reporting and planning processes (Department of Local Government and 

Regional Development, 2003). The policy also proposed changes to the Regional 

Development Commissions Act 1993 to confirm the commissions’ responsibility to 

advocate regional social, economic and environmental priorities to the state government 

(Department of Local Government and Regional Development, 2003). The government 
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introduced the notion of Regional Impact Statements, which were to be included in 

Cabinet submissions, highlighting the importance of regions in state affairs (Haslam 

McKenzie & Tonts, 2005). 

The WA Government released the State Sustainability Strategy (Hope for the 

Future—The Western Australian State Sustainability Strategy). The government 

established the Sustainability Policy Unit in the Department of Premier and Cabinet, the 

most prominent state department, to drive the strategy, reflecting the prominence of the 

initiative (Gallop, 2003). The strategy recommended ‘that environmental protection, 

social advancement and economic prosperity be achieved synergistically wherever 

possible in a whole-of-government framework’ (Haslam McKenzie & Tonts, 2005, p. 

213). The strategy proposed regional sustainability strategies (Government of WA, 

2003b). These strategies would build on existing regional plans providing a broad set of 

goals for the future (Government of WA, 2003b). The strategy also proposed an 

amendment of the Regional Development Commissions Act 1993 to ensure the 

commissions implemented the strategy’s sustainability principles (Government of WA, 

2003b). To give effect to the strategy, a Sustainability Bill was developed. However, the 

Bill and proposed changes to the Regional Development Commissions Act did not 

eventuate. 

In 2005, the Labor Party retained control of the WA Government. In the same 

year, the Gallop Government introduced its One Vote, One Value Bill into parliament 

(passed as the Constitution and Electoral Amendment Bill 2005 in May 2005 (McGinty, 

2005a)). The Bill substantially changed the composition of the legislative assembly in 

favour of the state’s urban voters—the total legislative assembly seats increased from 

59 to 61, the number of regional seats decreased by six and the urban seats increased by 

eight (Van Onselen, 2005). 
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In 2006, when Alan Carpenter became premier, the WAPC Statement of 

Planning Policy No.1—State Planning Framework Policy (Variation 2) was gazetted 

and repealed its predecessor (gazetted in May 2000). The updated policy provided a 

planning context for the 1997 SPS. It promoted an interventionist approach seeking 

socio-spatial equity by managing growth in the south-west of the state while assisting 

‘towns in outlying regions in achieving the opportunities comparable with towns in the 

southwest’ (WAPC, 2006, p. 7). 

In 2006, the Commonwealth Government facilitated the Growing Regions 

Conference in Brisbane (Collits, 2008). While not reaching a fixed position on regional 

development, the conference’s key messages included the importance of locally-led 

development and new emerging economic opportunities in regional Australia 

(Department of Transport and Regional Services, 2007). Prior to the 2007 federal 

election won by the Rudd Labor Government, the Howard Government announced the 

Growing Regions Program, which focused on coastal communities’ growth pressures 

and infrastructure blockages (Collits, 2008). 

In WA, the Carpenter Labor Government (2006–2008) continued regional 

funding through the Regional Infrastructure funding program, part of the Regional 

Investment Fund, which allocated A$8 million over four years (Ford, 2007). While 

regional development was a stated priority of the state government, meaningful funding 

was scant, in line with neo-liberal policy frameworks. 

3.7 Conclusion 

Chapter 3 provided a detailed historical overview and valuable context of 

regional development in both WA and Australia. In the period leading up to the R4R 

program, both the Commonwealth and WA prepared numerous policies that, on the 

surface, appeared to drive regional development while effectively progressing the 

rationalisation of service delivery and infrastructure development in rural/regional areas. 
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In addition, both federal and state governments sought to restructure rural industries, 

such as agriculture, to be more efficient with less dependency on government. This 

hollowing out of regional social and economic resilience did not go unnoticed by the 

rural/regional electorate, as manifested by the rise of the One Nation Party and the 

political beating the National Party received in the 2001WA state election. In WA, in 

particular, the state of regional policy and the mining boom created fertile ground for a 

revolt against neo-liberalist regional policy. 

With this historical context in mind, the next chapter will examine and explore 

how neo-liberalism replaced interventionism in the regional development domain in 

both WA and Australia.   
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Chapter 4: The Retreat of Interventionism and the Rise of 

Neo-liberalism in Western Australia 

4.1 Introduction 

As Chapter 3 outlined, regional development in WA has a long, complex and 

interesting history, with different governments pursuing different regional agendas. As 

this thesis ultimately explores the impact of state intervention in the WA’s regions, this 

concept must be explored in some detail. Consequently, from a theoretical perspective, 

this chapter will examine the progression of regional development from the early days 

of the yeoman ideal (Tonts, 2002) to the notion of countrymindedness (Bell, 2005), 

Keynesian economics and ultimately neo-liberalism. The chapter starts with a brief 

description of the key concepts of interventionism and neo-liberalism. It then provides a 

chronological overview of the paradigm shift in regional development over time. 

4.2 Interventionism and Neo-liberalism 

In the context of regional development, interventionism refers to governments’ 

commitments to intervene in the growth of regions through substantial investment in 

industries and/or infrastructure. According to Haslam McKenzie and Tonts (2005, p. 

202) ‘often referred to as state paternalism (or, more colourfully, “colonial socialism”), 

such interventions were aimed primarily at establishing large-scale export-oriented 

agricultural industries that would underpin the economic development of regions and, 

ultimately, the nation’. Early manifestations of this approach in WA were the pursuit of 

the yeoman ideal and the concept of countrymindedness (discussed below), which 

emphasised pro-rural social outcomes rather than economics. 

Most recently, state interventionism manifested through Keynesian economics, 

prominent from 1930 to 1970 (after peaking in the 1950s). Keynesian economics held 

that consumer demand is the primary driver of the economy, and governments should 
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increase demand through expansionary fiscal policy. Governments were seen as 

instrumental in balancing economic growth through policy and taxation measures 

(Sangkuhl, 2015). Under this approach, governments essentially employed policy and 

taxation measures to prop up the economy in downtimes and temper growth when the 

economy was in an upswing. Keynes also argued government spending was required to 

ensure and maintain full employment. 

Neo-liberalism was borne out of a response against Keynesian interventionism 

due to a global recession (the 1970s) and subsequent failure of the policies of the day to 

manage the economic crisis (Pick, Dayaram & Butler, 2008; Tonts & Haslam 

McKenzie, 2005). In contrast with interventionism, neo-liberalism is essentially a 

laissez-faire approach to economic development and based on the economist Adam 

Smith’s principles that markets are self-regulating (Tonts & Jones, 1997). According to 

(Beeson & Firth, 1998, p. 215): 

Although not simply an economic doctrine, ‘neoliberalism’ is a convenient 

shorthand for a range of ideas, practices and reliance on market mechanisms to 

determine approaches to the conduct of government that are associated with a 

normative preference for small states and a reliance on market mechanisms to 

determine economic outcomes. 

In the context of regional development, neo-liberalism draws heavily on the 

notion of competitiveness—particularly how regions compete in the global struggle for 

economic survival (Bristow, 2010). Neo-liberal regional development policy was 

shaped by concepts such as ‘self-help, entrepreneurialism, local innovation and 

competition’ (Haslam McKenzie & Tonts, 2005, p. 202). Pick et al. (2008) note how 

‘new regionalism’, which effectively lays the blame for regional under-development at 

the feet of regional actors rather than on structural issues, was inspired by neo-

liberalism. New regionalism emphasises the link between regional economies and 
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global production chains and argues that regions can become successful if they align 

their resources with the global marketplace. 

Neo-liberalism in regional development has many proponents and critics. For 

example, Tonts and Jones (1997, p. 197) note ‘neo-liberal policies have “commodified” 

rural people, and rural areas, as economic imperatives, and removed many of the social 

consequences from consideration. The outcome of this process has been the 

development of policies which fail to consider human needs, values and preferences’. 

Similarly, while neo-liberalism is associated with new regionalism, it is also suggested 

‘that gearing towards global competitiveness ignores social solidarity, weakens 

democratic institutions, and privileges the global economy over sustainability, 

democratic participation, bio-diversity, meeting basic needs and developing the local 

social economy’ (Pick et al., 2008). 

Following the clarification of these concepts, the remainder of the chapter will 

now look at how state interventionism regressed to neo-liberalism. 

4.3 Structuring the State (1830–1914)—The Yeoman Ideal 

The pursuit of the yeoman ideal in the founding years of the state was reflective 

of the early government’s heavy hand in developing and settling the state’s regions. 

Since the founding of the Swan River Colony in 1829, the state government pursued 

extensive rural and agricultural settlement policies. According to Waterhouse (2004, p. 

440), the: 

Ideologies and assumptions imported from England and associated with the 

‘yeoman ideal’, the ‘industrious yeomanry’ and the ‘agrarian myth’, played 

critical roles in shaping the land settlement policies adopted by colonial and 

state parliaments in the period stretching from the early 1860s … into the post–

First World War era and the framing of Soldier Settlement legislation. 
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The so-called yeoman ideal sought to transplant the English landscape onto the 

harsh environment of WA. The yeoman vision wanted to establish an ‘agricultural 

landscape built on small freehold mixed-enterprise farms’ (Tonts, 2002, p. 106). A 

Royal Commission on Agriculture (1887–1891) stated that ‘the object and desire of 

every good government should be the permanent settlement of the Colony by a yeoman 

class on lands yielding each its special product according to its capabilities and its uses’ 

(Commission on Agriculture, as cited in Tonts 2002, p. 106). 

This ideal was not achievable without government support, due in part to the 

environment (such as low yielding soils and harsh climate) and the scale of farming—

small-scale farmers could clear the heavily forested countryside on their own; however, 

the most suitable farming (grazing and wheat) required large tracks of land. Waterhouse 

(2004, p. 450) noted, ‘by the late 1870s and early 1880s there was a widespread 

perception among both politicians and the public that it had not succeeded in creating a 

class of independent cultivators’. According to Tonts (2002, p. 104), the ‘lack of 

agricultural progress in the colony became a feature of the next half century as various 

attempts to develop small-scale farming systems were attempted and failed’. 

These agricultural woes resulted in the Royal Commission on Agriculture 

(1887–1891), which found that the main causes of slow agricultural development were 

depressed commodity markets. The Commission also noted the incentives for settlers to 

achieve the romanticised view of yeoman farming as promoted by the government were 

insufficient (Tonts, 2002, p. 106). The government subsequently implemented policies, 

legislation and programs to treat the symptoms rather than the problem itself, an 

environmentally incompatible agricultural system (Tonts, 2002). For example, the 

Commission on Agriculture proposed cheap credit to support the yeoman farming 

system in response to the difficulties facing farmers in the 1880s and 1890s. 
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Not surprisingly, the yeoman policy significantly impacted the spatial 

structuring of the south-western parts of the state. The settlement pattern was based on 

small-scale farming rather than large-scale grazing. Tonts and Jones (1997, p. 175) 

noted that by 1933, a network of railway lines some 50–70 kilometres apart had been 

developed throughout the Wheatbelt, and the state government also designated town 

sites at regular and short intervals along the rail routes, in line with this ‘fifteen mile’ 

railhead policy. 

A subsequent 1917 Royal Commission on Agriculture noted that small farm 

sizes and the increasing mechanisation of farms necessitated that farmers enlarge their 

farms to remain successful. This effectively spelled the end of the yeoman vision in an 

increasingly profit-driven agricultural sector (Tonts, 2002). Waterhouse (2004, p. 455) 

notes that the ‘dream of a yeomanry was the victim of an environment unsuited to 

small-scale agriculture, misplaced government policies, an ever-increasing level of 

mechanisation and a globalising economy’. Nonetheless, despite its decline, the yeoman 

policy left in its wake a rural settlement structure that is still evident to the present day. 

4.4 Countrymindedness (1934–circa 1950) 

The notion of countrymindedness was an extension of government intervention 

in regional development. Countrymindedness is a worldview that regards rural areas 

(i.e., the countryside) in very favourable terms compared with their urban counterparts. 

While countrymindedness and the yeoman ideal are interrelated, they are not the same. 

The yeoman ideal was a romanticised ideal for a particular type of agricultural 

development based on the English rural landscape. In contrast, countrymindedness was 

an ideology pitting rural against urban, regardless of the type of agriculture. 

Countrymindedness was borne from the declining contribution of agriculture to the 

Australian economy (throughout much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 

agriculture dominated the Australian economy, contributing as much as 90 per cent of 
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export earnings (Davies & Tonts, 2007)). In 1920, the Australian Country Party was 

established to promote rural, regional and remote industries and communities. The 

Country Party introduced the term ‘countrymindedness’ to emphasise rural areas’ right 

to ‘special political treatment’ (Davies & Tonts, 2007, p. 211) as a result of the growing 

importance and influence of industry (urban capital) that eroded the relationship 

between pastoral (rural) capitalists and the government in the 1920s (Moore, 1990, p. 

54). 

In WA, the ideology manifested most prominently through its electoral 

malapportionment—which proportionally benefited the small rural populations. Davies 

and Tonts (2007, p. 223) note: 

For more than a century, a situation persisted whereby rural areas had 

disproportionate political representation on the basis that they played a special 

role in Western Australia’s economy and society. When coupled with notions of 

countrymindedness, the outcome was a policy framework that directed 

considerable government investment into the non-metropolitan parts of the 

State. 

The 1930s Great Depression saw the ideology peak. The ‘oppressor of the 

“countryminded” was the “industrialist”, which broadly included the Labor Party, the 

trade union movement and often the factory owners (Moore, 1990, p. 56). According to 

Bell (2005, p. 177), ‘countrymindedness distinguishes rural places and communities as 

superior to urban places and underpins political movements to defend rurality against 

urban forces which seek to undermine it’. 

Countrymindedness declined sharply following the peak of agriculture as a 

major economic sector in the 1960s. Duncan and Epps (1992) argue that the 

countrymindedness ideology eroded over time due to various demographic and 

economic factors. Firstly, the increased in-migration from ‘urban’ residents decreased 
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the agriculturalist core of many rural areas. According to Duncan and Epps (1992, p. 

434), ‘the in-migration of people to rural towns and cities and their adjacent hinterlands 

in the most environmentally favourable (coastal) regions of non-metropolitan Australia, 

is of more recent origin and is transforming the traditional image of “the bush” ’. 

Secondly, the nature of agriculture and the decreasing employment in the 

industry due to the application of sophisticated technology and farming practices 

continued to reduce the number of people actually involved in the industry. The 

Productivity Commission (2005, p. xvii), for example, notes that agriculture’s ‘share of 

employment has more than halved since the late 1960s when it accounted for around 9 

per cent of the workforce’. This is significant because, rather ‘than regarding society as 

a hierarchical class based entity … countrymindedness categorized individuals 

according to their occupation/productive roles’ (Duncan & Epps, 1992, p. 434). Thirdly, 

the actual contribution of the industry to the overall economy diminished, making it less 

of a priority for decision-makers who were increasingly questioning the value of state 

interventionism. Davies and Tonts (2007, p. 213) note that by the 1970s and 1980s, 

agriculture was contributing ‘less than five per cent of gross domestic product (GDP) 

and 25 per cent of the nation’s export earnings’. 

Despite its ultimate decline, the effect of countrymindedness on Australian 

policy was far-reaching, including ensuring special financial and trade support for the 

agricultural sector and preferential political representation. 

4.5 Keynesian Interventionism and Neo-liberalism 

A legacy of the yeoman ideal and countrymindedness was state paternalism, 

evident in the first part of the twentieth century when state and federal governments 

adopted an interventionist approach to regional development. As described earlier, state 

paternalism emerged in the late-nineteenth century to drive growth in under-developed 

regions. The rise of Keynesian economics in the 1940–1950s, which rationalised public 
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investment in light of the anticipated socio-economic gains to the broader public, 

continued this interventionist approach. In this regard, Tonts and Jones (1997, p. 173) 

note that ‘the involvement of the state in economic and social welfare at the regional 

level was reinforced by the emergence of the Fordist-Keynesian regime in the late 

1940s, as Australia, together with many other industrialised countries, participated in 

the “Keynesian welfare consensus” ’. In Australia, this approach was characterised by 

government-sponsored mass production, tariff protection for industries, collectively 

bargained wage levels, regulated exchange rates, bank and finance regulation, policies 

ensuring equitable services and regional economic balance (Tonts & Jones, 1997). 

Ultimately, though, the dominance of Keynesian economic policy was relatively short-

lived. 

In the early 1970s, increasing global competition and declining commodity 

prices contributed to making many Australian farms less economically unviable (Tonts, 

1999). Various structural changes, including the collapse of the Bretton Woods 

Agreement, floating exchange rates, the oil crises (1974 and 1979) and increased 

consumer demand for differentiated and specialised products (Tonts & Jones, 1997), 

eroded the dominance of the Keynesian economic model. 

In 1983, the Hawke–Keating Government set about a neo-liberal discourse. The 

government implemented various economic reforms to rationalise government and 

reduce government expenditure relative to national production (Searle & Cardew, 

2000). These reforms, including the NCP (see Chapter 3), sought to integrate the 

Australian economy into the larger global economy and included banking and financing 

deregulation, free interest rates, floating the exchange rate and various degrees of 

deregulation of statutory industry marketing authorities (Tonts & Jones, 1997). The 

economic restructuring led to a process of de-industrialisation with significant job losses 

in the manufacturing sector (Paris, 1994). 
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According to Tonts (1999), an outcome of these economic reforms was the 

demise of interventionism at the hands of economic rationalism, embodied by the free 

market and local entrepreneurialism. In addition, Tonts and Jones (1997, p. 172) argue 

that neo-liberal economic policies, which emphasised the role of the market, ‘removed 

many of the institutions and regulations which tempered instability in the agricultural 

sector’. These economic changes resulted in a financial crisis in the farming sector and 

subsequent broad-scale restructuring of the agricultural industry. Farmers resorted to 

borrowing, easier due to financial deregulation, to mitigate their declining incomes. 

Still, they were adversely affected by subsequent high interest rates in the late 1980s 

and early 1990s (Tonts, 1999) and a progressively less sympathetic government at all 

levels. 

In the 1990s, the negative economic effects of neo-liberalism became apparent, 

including deregulation and reductions in government spending to increase the private 

sector’s role. Regional public services and infrastructure were downsized or closed due 

to service rationalisation (Tonts & Haslam McKenzie, 2005, p. 185). Stillwell (1994, p. 

13) lamented the issue at the time, stating that ‘integration of spatial policies into a 

broader policy program is made difficult because the national economic policy agenda 

over the past decade has been dominated by so-called economic rationalism’, which 

‘derives from a belief that that the free market will resolve economic problems’. 

Economic rationalism was the fundamental ideology, implemented at the expense of 

more equitable spatial outcomes. This resulted in less economically competitive regions 

being left behind in terms of development. Stillwell (1994, p. 15) was particularly 

concerned about the resulting regional inequalities, noting ‘freer reign to the role of 

market forces, especially in an increasingly internationalised economy, results in 

growing inequalities between regional winners and losers’. 
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Neo-liberalism caused a process of farm amalgamation and, as large landowners 

absorbed smaller farms, regional populations dwindled (Tonts, 1999). From 1960 to 

1995, the number of farms in Australia decreased from around 201,000 to 

approximately 120,000. This process also affected small towns by reducing the demand 

for goods and services as displaced farmers moved from rural areas (Tonts, 1999). 

In response to this, there was a shift to a more ad hoc, socially interventionist 

approach, reflecting the so-called Third Way politics, which included a ‘degree of state 

intervention and institution building’ (Tonts & Haslam McKenzie, 2005, p. 185). The 

Third Way approach was built on the idea that capitalism had entered a new stage, 

which drew heavily on technological innovation and human capital (Romano, 2006). 

This implied that a region could succeed economically, regardless of its natural resource 

or locational advantage, if it could unlock its human potential or develop the appropriate 

technologies. This approach allowed for a more socially and environmentally sound 

approach to regional development. Haslam McKenzie and Tonts (2005, p. 204) note, 

‘while the fundamental ideology underpinning regional policy and planning continues 

to be driven by neo-liberalism, there has been a general softening of the approach’. 

Despite this general softening, regional policy still did not advocate any return to a more 

interventionist approach (Tonts & Haslam McKenzie, 2005, p. 197). According to 

Collits (2008, p. 289), this approach was ‘do it yourself regional development’ and ‘a 

cop-out by national governments and an extension of neo-liberalism’. 

More recently, there appears to be some broad acceptance of the neo-liberal 

fundamentals of regional policy and development in Australia. Conway, Dollery and 

Grant (2011, p. 5) note, ‘preference has been given to global competitiveness of the firm 

within a region above the economic welfare of the local population’. Beer, Clower, 

Haughtow and Maude (2005, p. 49) similarly state that ‘neoliberalism has become a 

dominant ideology within developed nations over the last 30 years, and one that has 
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exercised a major influence on the policies of Australian governments, including those 

that impact on regional development’. 

4.6 Conclusion 

This chapter illustrated how the approaches to Australian and Western 

Australian regional development varied over the years, subject to political leadership. 

Over time, it grew progressively more neo-liberal in its overall approach in the years 

preceding the R4R program. In light of this trend, the implementation of the R4R 

program presents a stark deviation from successive governments’ retreat from regional 

investment. The program, ultimately, presented a substantial reset of the regional 

development narrative. 

Chapters 3 and 4 have provided a detailed overview of the historic and 

paradigmatic changes that occurred in WA prior to the conceptualisation and 

implementation of the R4R program. The following chapters will now explore the 

program’s theoretical underpinnings, causes and impacts on population and 

employment in detail with this background in mind.  
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Chapter 5: Theoretical Overview and International Comparison 

This chapter has been published in the journal Regional Studies as: 

Van Staden, J. & Haslam McKenzie, F. (2019). Comparing contemporary 

regional development in Western Australia with international trends. Regional 

Studies, 53(10), 1470–1482. 

Prologue 

Chapter 3 provided a brief overview of the history of regional development in 

Australia and WA, and Chapter 4 described how neo-liberalism progressively eroded 

state interventionism in driving regional growth. This chapter builds on this, examining 

the current approach to regional development in WA and how this approach sits 

compared with the Australian regional development context and international 

jurisdiction in a not dissimilar historical, geo-political background. The paper starts by 

examining key concepts related to regional development, including neo-liberalism and 

the so-called ‘new’ paradigm (place-based planning). The paper then applies a ‘place-

based planning’ lens to provide a comparative analysis of regional development 

practices in comparable jurisdictions. The paper examines both national and sub-

national jurisdictions, namely WA (sub-national), the Australian Commonwealth 

(national), its international comparators Canada (national) and its province of BC (sub-

national). The paper concludes that, while regional planning in the state reflects the 

‘new’ paradigm, it has a unique version of place-based regional development compared 

with neo-liberal trends identified in the case studies. The paper ultimately emphasises 

how the R4R program signifies a unique departure from contemporary approaches to 

regional development, namely a return to substantial, targeted investment in regional 

areas. Providing evidence of this trend is essential in laying the foundation for the 
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subsequent chapters in this report. The research seeks to understand whether this return 

to interventionism by the state government is delivering its intended gains.  
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Abstract 

In most developed countries, intervention in regional development is declining 

due to non-interventionist policies and increasing local responsibility for development. 

WA, however, has embarked on a different route—a unique version of the ‘new’ 

paradigm, or place-based development—that departs from these broader neo-liberal 

trends. This paper examines Australian and WA policies and compares them with those 

of Canada and BC, as jurisdictions similar to Australia and WA, respectively. The 

Western Australian approach is investigated in the context of the ‘new’ paradigm, how 

it manifests in the case studies and, finally, which lessons emerge from these 

approaches. 

5.1 Introduction 

The 2008 Global Financial Crisis caused substantial global economic changes, 

including new approaches to regional planning (House of Representatives Standing 

Committee on Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development & Local Government, 

2009; Peet, 2012). The Organisation for Economic Co-ordination and Development 

(OECD) advocated the ‘new’ paradigm, a place-based planning approach, reinforcing 

neo-liberal principles and emphasising regional leadership and competitiveness (OECD, 

2006). Australian regional policy broadly adopted the ‘new’ paradigm resulting in ‘a 

relatively “thin” network of institutions at the regional scale’ (Sotarauta & Beer, 2017, 

p. 214) and weakly developed regional programs and services. 

Despite global economic turmoil, the WA economy boomed, fuelled by Asian 

demand for Australian iron ore and liquefied natural gas. WA’s history is tied to the 

staples industries, particularly mining and agriculture. Despite both sectors’ 

vulnerability to international markets, indicators show growth and a resilient economy 

for almost two decades (Tonts, Haslam McKenzie & Legendre, 2017). In 2013–2014, 

the gross state product (GSP) reached A$265 billion, contributing 17 per cent of 
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Australia’s gross domestic product, while the state’s population was 11 per cent of the 

national population (Department of State Development, 2014). Between 2006 and 2016, 

WA’s population grew 25 per cent, the fastest in the country (ABS, 2017). This exerted 

considerable pressure on growth areas like the Pilbara, the epicentre of mineral and gas 

production, and other regional communities that had been in decline for decades, 

exacerbated by limited investment and adherence to neo-liberal principles (Sotarauta & 

Beer, 2017). These conditions and political changes induced by a hung parliament after 

the 2007 state election influenced the state’s regional development approach. The 

government was formed with the support of the minority party, the WA Nationals, 

whose constituency was mainly non-metropolitan voters, on the condition of increased 

investment in regional areas (Haslam McKenzie, 2016). This power-brokering deal 

resulted in the new government instituting the R4R program, signifying a return to 

regional investment, state intervention into regional development and a significant 

departure from other Australian jurisdictions’ policies. 

These were unique circumstances in a state where 82 per cent of the relatively 

small population of 2.558 million people live in the capital Perth. The remaining 

population is scattered in small communities across the geographically large 

jurisdiction, with only a few towns exceeding 20,000 residents (ABS, 2017). Prior to 

this, policies such as the Coalition Government’s (2000) Regional Development Policy 

for Western Australia (Haslam McKenzie & Tonts, 2005) and the ‘Regional Western 

Australia—A Better Place to Live’ policy (Department of Local Government, 2003) 

gave lip service to regional development. However, without adequate resources, the 

outcomes were limited. The new Coalition State Government introduced the R4R 

program in 2009. The subsequent Royalties for Regions Act 2009 ensured that the state 

government allocated 25 per cent of mineral and petroleum royalties to regional areas. 

Numerous infrastructure projects and services were developed throughout regional 
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locations between 2009 and 2016. Regional development changed from a neo-liberal, 

non-interventionist approach, dominant since the 1980s and reflective of contemporary 

political thinking, to more pronounced state interventionism, contrary to national and 

international regional policies. 

This paper reviews current regional development approaches within the context 

of the ‘new’ paradigm, how it manifests in case studies representing various levels of 

governance (the Commonwealth of Australia (Australia), Dominion of Canada (Canada) 

and BC) and compares those approaches with current trends in WA. The paper also 

examines on a theoretical level, neo-liberal regional development, the ‘new’ paradigm 

and its expression through place-based development theory. 

The paper starts by contextualising regional development within the neo-liberal 

framework of the ‘new’ paradigm and its key characteristics as defined by the OECD 

and others (Barca, McCann & Rodriquez-Pose, 2012; Tomaney, 2010). This is followed 

by a review of regional development in Canada, its province BC and Australia as 

comparators to the current approach in WA. The case studies provide a high-level 

overview of regional development trends framed by the adherence, or divergence, to 

place-based regional development. These overviews seek to identify, on a high level, 

the degree to which place-based regional development is manifested in these 

jurisdictions, thereby contextualising the subsequent discussion of WA. 

The paper then discusses place-based planning within the WA context (the focus 

of the paper) in detail. In conclusion, the paper draws on the lessons learned in the case 

studies and their contribution to contemporary regional development. While tempting, 

the paper ultimately does not seek to make a judgement on the overall efficacy of the 

WA approach, as embodied by the R4R program, as that is a complex task requiring 

further investigation. 
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5.2 Neo-liberalism and Place-based Planning 

Neo-liberalism implies limiting government intervention while promoting free 

trade for economic welfare. The state’s role is to establish and maintain the structures 

and institutions supporting the market, while the market is responsible for fixing socio-

economic challenges (Pick et al., 2008). The ‘new’ paradigm, or place-based 

development, is a tangible manifestation of neo-liberalism. The term, coined in 1966, 

‘highlighted the difference between policies aimed at places and people, respectively’ 

(Seravalli, 2015, p. 11). 

Pugalis and Gray (2016, p. 193) note that ‘place-based policy transitions 

represent variations on the neo-liberalisation project intended to extend the reach of the 

market mechanism into public policy’. They argue that neo-liberalism changes through 

expansion and consolidation processes. Expansion stages are characterised by public 

sector austerity or privatisation, while consolidation stages are typically by compromise 

or resistance. Place-based planning, therefore, constitutes neo-liberalist consolidation 

processes (Pugalis & Gray, 2016). The establishment of organisations promoting 

collaboration and local planning is a trend within OECD countries and part of the 

‘broader neo-liberal shift in public policy toward market-oriented strategies and tools’ 

(McDonald, 2014, p. 2). Table 5.1 summarises the ‘new’ paradigm (Tomaney, 2010) 

and provides the framework for analysing WA’s current policy. 

  



54 

Table 5.1 

The Framework for Analysing Western Australia’s Current Policy 

Characteristics Old paradigm New paradigm 

1. Problem 

recognition  
 Regional disparities in 

income, infrastructure stock 

and employment  

 Lack of regional 

competitiveness, underused 

regional potential  

2. Objectives  Equity through balanced 

regional development 

 Compensating temporarily for 

location disadvantages of 

lagging regions 

 Competitiveness and equity 

 Tapping under-utilised 

potential in all regions for 

enhancing regional 

competitiveness  

3. Unit of 

intervention  
 Administrative units   Functional economic areas 

4. Strategies 

(including 

timeframes, 

approach and 

focus) 

 Sectoral approach 

 Short-term 

 One-size-fits-all 

 Exogenous investment and 

transfers 

 Integrated development 

projects 

 Long-term 

 Context-specific (place-

based) 

 Endogenous local assets 

and knowledge 

5. Tools 

/Instruments  
 Subsidies and state aids  Mix of soft and hard capital 

(capital stock, labour 

market, business 

environment, social capital 

and networks) 

6. Actors   Central government   Different levels of 

government, private-sector 

actors, civil society  

Source: Adapted from Tomaney (2010). 

 

Place-based approaches (see Table 5.1) frame the regional development 

‘problem’ as the lack of regional competitiveness and underused potential while 

acknowledging the geographical context of regions (social, cultural and institutional). 

According to Pugalis and Gray (2016, p. 186), the ‘objective of a place-based 

approach is to reduce persistent inefficiency and inequality in specific places’. The 

approach focuses on mobilising regional competitiveness rather than compensating for 

the ‘locational disadvantages of lagging regions’ (OECD, 2009, p. 7). It favours 

endogenous asset development, and ‘there is a preference for identifying and exploiting 

opportunities for growth, rather than amelioration … decline’ (Tomaney, 2010, p. 14). It 

prioritises functional economic areas over administrative units; the ‘place-based 
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perspective advocates that geographies of intervention should be policy-led rather than 

pre-determined’ (Pugalis & Gray, 2016, p. 189). Place-based planning recognises 

regional interdependency, meaning ‘the fortunes of all cities and regions are intimately 

tied up with each other’ (Dufty-Jones & Wray, 2013, p. 113). It focuses on governance 

and stakeholder coordination, promoting cross-jurisdictional planning and recognition 

of the ‘fluidity of borders in a governing sense’ (Dufty-Jones & Wray, 2013, p. 113). 

Place-based approaches require comprehensive, long-term strategies with area-

specific interventions and strong governance mechanisms. According to Tomaney 

(2010, p. 13), ‘the new paradigm emphasises bottom-up, locally designed and owned 

strategies aimed at promoting growth potential in all local economies’. Rodriguez-Pose 

and Wilkie (2016) identify four types of strategies; those aimed at boosting local 

competitiveness, targeting inward investment; improving local human capital; 

mitigation of infrastructural bottlenecks and the development of new infrastructure. 

The instruments of the ‘new’ paradigm have changed over time. According to 

Garcilazo (2011, p. 460), ‘national governments during the 1950s and 60s employed 

regional policies as an instrument for compensating lagging regions through massive 

subsidy interventions… to the poorest regions’. In contrast, the instruments of the ‘new’ 

paradigm are ‘a portfolio of integrated and coordinated investments targeted toward the 

endogenous potential of regions’ (Garcilazo, 2011, p. 460). Under the ‘new’ paradigm, 

knowledge for growth can only be unlocked through role-players’ participation and 

vertical government integration, as well as actors’ ability to operate across jurisdictional 

boundaries (Barca et al., 2012). Implementation is subject to governments’ 

organisational expertise and adaptability to externalities, including a willingness to 

‘reorganize their operations and even structural features in ways that may involve 

sharing authority and power in highly networked multilevel systems’ (Conteh, 2013, p. 

1424). 
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The approach is not without its critics. Barca (2009) warns that place-based 

planning can create regional dependency rather than drive economic change. Plummer, 

Tonts and Martinus (2014) criticise policy built around the idea of local competitiveness 

as being guilty of ‘picking winners’. Similarly, these initiatives can exacerbate uneven 

development without recognising the ‘dynamics and interactions within settlement 

systems’ (Plummer et al., 2014, p. 24). Seravalli (2015, p. 11) notes that place-based 

planning approaches may result in ‘pork-barrel politics’, and local elites can use it for 

political support. Peck and Tickell (2002, p. 394) are even more scathing in their 

criticism, noting that neo-liberalism (which underlines place-based planning) ‘licenses 

an extrospective, reflexive and aggressive posture on the part of local elites and states, 

in contrast to the inward-orientated concerns with social welfare and infrastructure 

provision’. Similarly, they note that ‘neoliberalized forms of macro-economic 

management … now constitute the taken-for-granted context for political debate and 

policy development’ (Peck & Tickell, 2002, p. 391). Cahill and Konings (2017, p. 63) 

note that neo-liberalism and the subsequent marketisation of public services, whereby 

residents are redefined as customers, ‘generate inequalities with respect to access and 

standards’ and affect the services of those in remote areas. 

5.3 Case Studies 

While place-based planning is effectively a local affair, it manifests across 

various levels of governance, including the national, sub-national and regional (see 

Figure 5.1). The case studies represent two governance levels, namely the national 

(Australia, Canada) and the sub-national (the province of BC, in relation to Canada) and 

the state of WA (in relation to Australia)). 



57 

Figure 5.1 

Governance Context of Case Studies–National and Sub-National Levels 

 
On the national level, Australia represents the broader ideological framework in 

which WA operates. Through its development programs and funding, the Australian 

Government affects regional planning in its constituent sub-national parts, including 

WA. Similarly, Canada is a comparable national case study for WA as Australia and 

Canada have similar staples economies (Markey, Breen, Vodden & Daniels, 2015), 

highly urbanised populations and large, sparsely populated areas. Canada also shares 

many regional challenges with WA, including remoteness and harsh regional living 

conditions, affecting their regional policies. 

To provide the sub-national comparator, BC is a good example. The province is 

part of Canada, which, on a national level, is comparable with Australia. On a more 

localised level, BC is a resource province, characterised by bust and boom cycles 

(Ryser, Markey, Manson & Halseth, 2014), similar to WA. The paper first examines 

Canada and BC, after which it assesses regional policy in Australia and finally WA. 

5.3.1 Dominion of Canada 

Since 1960, the Canadian Federal Government sought to reduce ‘regional 

disparities and equalise opportunities across the country’s diverse economic geography’ 

(Bradford & Wolfe, 2013, p. 335). Throughout the 1960s, the approach focused on 

regional centres, or urban growth poles, rather than smaller remote communities. From 

1960 to 1970, regional development was not particularly successful, and the 
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government recognised the limitations of centralised governance (Bradford & Wolfe, 

2013). This resulted in greater cooperation with provinces through General 

Development Agreements. The approach was considered incoherent, as it lacked an 

overall strategy and instead comprised numerous one-off initiatives. In 1980, a review 

recommended a shift from ‘from closing disparities to building opportunity, from 

designating specific areas for support to recognising the importance in all regions of 

innovation’ (Bradford & Wolfe, 2013, p. 336). In the mid-1980s, the government 

focused on ‘decentralised programme design and delivery, less reliance on cash 

transfers and pursuit of partnerships with the private and voluntary sectors in the hope 

of saving money’ (Bradford & Wolfe, 2013, p. 337); consequently, regional 

development administration was decentralised to Regional Development Agencies 

(RDAs) (OECD, 2010). 

The latter part of the 1990s saw a resurgence of neo-liberalism, resulting in the 

increased importance of ‘subnational jurisdictions as the centres of economic policy 

intervention and innovation’ and the refocusing on decentralised governance as the 

optimal alternative for regional development (Conteh & Roberge, 2012, p. 467). While 

the government viewed discriminatory economic policy unfavourably, it supported 

policy mechanisms to encourage knowledge-based innovation, captured in its 

innovation policy (Conteh & Roberge, 2012). Consequently, in the early 2000s, 

provincial governments were increasingly leading economic development in their 

regions, focusing on technological and knowledge-based innovation. 

More recently, industry support in depressed regions replaced ‘multi-sectoral 

approaches designed to foster endogenous regional economic development’ (OECD, 

2010, p. 82). The federal and provincial governments provide the broader policy 

direction, and RDAs deliver federal community and regional development programs 

(OECD, 2010). These agencies have maintained a ‘traditional approach to regional 
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development, using economic and enterprise development instruments’, although they 

increasingly use various policies, including community development and place-based 

development approaches (Goldenberg, 2008, p. 43). The main characteristics of 

Canada’s regional development approach can be described as a fairly balanced mix of 

the ‘old’ and the ‘new’ paradigm (OECD, 2010). 

Canada still has one of the largest income disparities in gross domestic product 

across OECD member countries (Ray, Lamarche & MacLachlan, 2013), and 

commentators suggest there remains a need for a place-based policy framework, 

balanced with spatially blind policies to address income disparities (Breau & Saillant, 

2016). Ray et al. (2013, p. 414) suggest that regional policy effectiveness has suffered 

due to the lack of tailored sub-regional policies and that a ‘succession of more than a 

dozen different regional agencies over some forty years provides ample evidence that 

the federal government’s “one-size-fits-all” approach to regional policy has failed’. In 

some instances, Canadian regional policy reflects the ‘new’ paradigm: a bottom-up 

approach, multi-sectoral focus areas and multi-level development actors (Freshwater & 

Trapasso, 2014). However, there remain barriers to place-based planning, largely due to 

‘awkward political regions and forced functional regions’ (Markey et al., 2015, p. 889). 

Table 5.2 provides a breakdown of the Canadian approach, which suggests that, 

paradigmatically, Canada embraces the ‘new’ paradigm, while on an operational level, 

it adopts both paradigms. 
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Table 5.2 

The ‘Old’ and ‘New’ Paradigm in the Canadian Dominion 

Characteristics Old paradigm New paradigm 

1. Problem 

recognition  

  Growing regional 

competitiveness 

 Endogenous growth 

 

2. Objectives   Promote endogenous 

regional growth, 

competitiveness and 

prosperity in all regions 

3. Unit of 

intervention  
 Administrative units   

4. Strategies 

(including 

timeframes, 

approach and 

focus) 

 Sectoral programs 

 Economic and enterprise 

development instruments  

 RDA programs, including 

innovation and community 

development 

 National Research Council 

technology clusters 

5. Tools 

/Instruments  
 Infrastructure renewal 

programming, such as the 

Building Canada plan and the 

Gas Tax Fund, Municipal 

Rural Infrastructure Fund 

 Equalisation programs 

 Federal fiscal transfer tools 

(ensuring jurisdictions provide 

reasonably similar services)  

 Some recognition of multi-

sector approaches 

  

6. Actors   Regional ministers system 

 

 RDA presence in Ottawa 

 Federal–regional councils 

 Bilateral federal–provincial 

agreement and co-funding 

 RDAs 

 Federal–regional councils 

 

5.3.2 The Province of British Columbia 

BC, like WA, is a resource-based economy, subject to boom and bust conditions 

(Ryser et al., 2014). It has a population of 4.7 million (13% of Canada) and is Canada’s 

third-largest province, nearly four times the size of Great Britain (Ministry of Finance, 

2016). Like WA, the government owns the natural resources and is responsible for 

education, health, social services, justice and provincial and local matters (Ministry of 

Finance, 2016). 

The impact of neo-liberalism on the development of the region, particularly in 

relationship to place-based planning, is significant. Young and Matthews (2007, p. 178) 
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note ‘BC’s resource economy represents one of the most thorough Fordist experiments 

in the capitalist world’. From around 1950, the government’s rural development strategy 

focused on developing rural industries and settlements in tandem. This was done 

through a coordinated policy approach (Markey, Halseth & Mason, 2008) comprising 

five key strategies including, firstly, allocating long-term forestry rights and tenure to 

large corporations; secondly, opening up the rural regions through transportation 

infrastructure; thirdly, dispersing development through corporate agreements requiring, 

inter alia, local processing of timber, and lastly, dispersing labour throughout the 

province through agreements with resource companies to jointly develop settlements 

(Young & Matthews, 2007, pp. 178–179). On a par with the Canadian Federation, this 

model was increasingly under pressure. The 1980s and 1990s saw governments of the 

day seeking to address an increasingly competitive global resource market through 

increased production and promoting localised value-adding. 

Around 2001, the BC Liberal Party implemented significant neo-liberal reforms, 

deregulating industry and separating corporate obligations from community 

development. These reforms coincided with government services withdrawal in rural 

areas while implementing new policies aimed at empowering entrepreneurial 

communities. Overall, these strategies allowed the state to ‘minimize its direct 

involvement in local development, while retaining significant powers over specific 

projects through its control over funding decisions’ (Young & Matthews, 2007, p. 182). 

On a federal level, Western Economic Diversification Canada is the Regional 

RDA responsible for BC. The agency provides a range of services to local communities 

and industries and invests in initiatives seeking to improve the region’s economy 

(Vammalle, 2012). It generally does not invest in regional infrastructure directly; 

however, on occasion, RDAs are used to drive specific programs that may contain some 

infrastructure elements. 
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On a provincial level, three trusts (the Northern Development Initiative Trust 

[NDIT], the Island Coastal Economic Trust [ICET] and the Southern Interior Initiative 

Trust [SIDIT]) support regional development. These bodies reflect the provincial 

government’s attempts to localise regional development and establish some bottom-up 

policy approaches (Markey, Halseth et al., 2008). Between 2005 and 2017, the NDIT 

invested C$168 million in the region (NDIT, 2017, 2018). Similarly, ICET spent C$50 

million from 2006 (ICET, 2018). SIDIT received a one-time C$50 million grant in 2006 

to support strategic economic initiatives (Southern Interior Development Initiative 

Trust, 2018). These funds have largely targeted the development of economic 

infrastructure and economic readiness projects, seeking to leverage private investment. 

While these amounts seem substantial, they are parsed over a decade, resulting in 

proportionally minimal annual allocations (compared with the R4R program discussed 

later). Table 5.3 briefly summarises the key characteristics of regional development in 

the province and highlights the predominance of the ‘new’ paradigm (place-based 

planning). 
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Table 5.3 

The ‘Old’ and ‘New’ Paradigm in the Province of British Columbia 

Characteristics Old paradigm New paradigm 

1. Problem 

recognition  

  Under-utilised regional 

potential 

2. Objectives  Spatially neutral—not 

favouring one region over 

other 

 Unlocking local business 

capacity 

 Competitiveness-seeking 

investment  

3. Unit of 

intervention  
 Defined sub-regions 

(administrative units) 

 

4. Strategies 

(including 

timeframes, 

approach and 

focus) 

  Long-term strategy 

(establishment of trusts and 

corporations) 

 Integrated view (flexible 

infrastructures)  

5. Tools 

/Instruments  

  Strategic funding/investment 

in competitive sectors to 

unlock investment 

 Corporate social 

responsibility 

Social enterprise models  

6. Actors   Federal (RDAs) 

 Provincial government 

(development trusts)  

 Non-government economic 

development organisations 

 Private sector  

 

Despite these government initiatives, the overall success of the approach is 

questionable. Young (2008, p. 31) argues that it has ‘splintered’ the province’s rural 

economy. While some regions have benefited from agglomeration, ‘coastal regions and 

many smaller communities across the province, find themselves increasingly excluded’. 

Markey, Halseth et al. (2008, p. 419) observe that the northern, rural parts of the 

province were experiencing negative demographic trends, despite boom conditions, and, 

tellingly, ‘that abandoning communities and regions to the vagaries of the market is 

short-sighted’. 

The nature of boom–bust economies adversely affected the success of neo-

liberal policies in BC. Local government and community institutions, the actors’ place-

based planning, seek to empower and drive regional development and operate with 

limited resources (during bust periods), subsequently becoming overwhelmed during 
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periods of peak economic activity. Ryser et al. (2014, p. 105) note that rural 

communities in these conditions require certainty, which is ‘difficult to obtain under 

operating conditions that increasingly rely on corporate social responsibility and social 

enterprise models as key community development tools’. The NDIT (2018) also notes 

that regional populations have declined, despite recent economic growth based on the 

resources sector, perhaps reflective of the long-term impact of the new approach. 

5.3.3 Commonwealth of Australia 

Australian regional development has been characterised by ‘modest government 

investment and locally provided inducements’ (Beer, 2015, p. 22). The post–Second 

World War period was the first time the Commonwealth focused on regional policy 

when it adopted a long-term development perspective pursuing decentralisation, 

regional growth and service coordination (Wilmoth, 1988). In 1950, Keynesian 

economics became the principal ideology for Western nations; regional public 

investment was justified because it stimulated growth and sought to achieve spatially 

equitable development (Haslam McKenzie & Tonts, 2005). Until 1960, Australia 

enjoyed unprecedented growth and ‘interest in the free market returned and interest in 

long term plans waned’ (Wilmoth, 1988, p. 30). 

In 1972, the Whitlam Government established the DURD. DURD’s initiatives 

included formalising planning regions; improving coordination between the 

Commonwealth, states and local government; financially supporting local government; 

a population distribution plan and developing growth centres (Tonts & Haslam 

McKenzie, 2005). The Fraser Government’s election (1975) ended the federal–regional 

development foray, leaving it up to the states until the 1990s (Orchard, 1999). The 

Keynesian model was affected by structural changes, including floating exchange rates, 

the oil crises (1974 and 1979) and increased demand for differentiated products (Tonts 
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& Jones, 1997). It was evident that the Australian economy and regional development 

were under pressure to change. 

In line with the United States (Reagan) and United Kingdom (Thatcher) policy 

changes, neo-liberalism became dominant in the early 1980s. The Hawke–Keating 

Government (1983–1991) implemented neo-liberal reforms, rationalising government 

and reducing expenditure. The Commonwealth initiated the Country Centres Project (a 

non-interventionist, neo-liberal, self-help mechanism) to enable ‘local committees to 

undertake SWOT analyses and ‘facilitators’ to identify possible projects’ (Taylor, M., 

2000, p. 118). 

Australia was in recession in the early 1990s (Glasson et al., 1997) and ‘interest 

in regional development policies… experienced somewhat of a resurgence’ due to two 

interrelated causes (Tonts & Haslam McKenzie, 2005, p. 187). Firstly, the neo-liberal 

reforms’ contribution to regional socio-economic disadvantage was becoming apparent, 

and secondly, the government had to consider the adverse implications of their reforms 

on the 1993 Federal election outcome (Haslam McKenzie & Tonts, 2005; Tonts & 

Haslam McKenzie, 2005). The Hawke–Keating Governments prepared numerous 

regional development reports between 1990 and 1993. The Working Nation Policy 

(1994) was a departure from previous approaches as it viewed ‘government as 

facilitator, rather than the driving force’ (Kelly et al., 2009, p. 181). The approach was 

bottom-up, depending on local entrepreneurship for prosperity, manifesting itself 

through the Regional Development program, which funded voluntary RDOs. 

Howard’s Coalition Government furthered this approach, maintaining ‘that local 

and regional development was a State responsibility’ and that the Commonwealth was 

often a ‘competitor, rather than a partner of the States’ (Tomaney, 2010, p. 29). 

Between 1996 and 1998, the government distanced itself from ‘the Keating 

Government’s regional interventionism’ (Collits, 2008, p. 295) and dismantled the 
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Regional Development program in 1996 (Taylor, M., 2000). However, in response to 

voter backlash, particularly the populist One Nation Party’s rise in the 1998 Queensland 

election (Collits, 2008), attempts were made to reduce the non-interventionist policy 

direction. Nonetheless, in 1999, the government released Regional Australia: Meeting 

the Challenge, highlighting regions’ responsibility for their own destiny (Tonts & 

Haslam McKenzie, 2005). According to Collits (2008, p. 289), the government’s 

approach, which prioritised local and regional initiatives with Commonwealth support, 

‘largely reflected international policy shifts and thinking, though with a very different 

take to some other countries on the preferred level of intervention’. The government, it 

seemed, had less appetite for intervention than comparable OECD countries. 

In 2007, the Rudd Government sought a return to interventionism and 

established Regional Development Australia to administer regional funds (Sotarauta & 

Beer, 2017). After the 2010 election, the new arrangements reflected a ‘new paradigm’ 

(Collits, 2012 p. 24) of regional development, exhibiting ‘the familiar mixture of 

unconnected regional programs; inadequately resourced regional structures … and an 

unflinching faith that spending large amounts on infrastructure projects big and small 

across most regions is the best way to fund regional development’ (Collits, 2012 p. 28). 

In 2016, under the Turnbull Coalition Government, the Commonwealth 

reviewed the RDAs, recommending their cessation (Smith, 2016). The review supported 

regional-specific solutions (consistent with place-based planning) and the alignment of 

regional development boundaries with those of states and territories (reflective of the 

old paradigm). It focused on ‘strengthening regional economies by promoting economic 

investment opportunities in regional Australia to the national and international market’ 

(Smith, 2016, p. 7). In 2017, the Commonwealth released the Regions 2030: Unlocking 

Opportunity policy (Commonwealth of Australia, 2017). The policy has elements of the 

‘new’ paradigm and focused on local decision-making, tailor-made regional solutions 
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and unlocking regional economies. Table 5.4 highlights key aspects of the Australian 

Commonwealth’s policy. It is a mixed approach, maintaining support for lagging 

regions and focusing on maximising regions’ competitiveness. 

 

Table 5.4 

The ‘Old’ and ‘New’ Paradigm in the Commonwealth of Australia 

Characteristics Old paradigm New paradigm 

1. Problem 

recognition  
 Maximising community 

economic and social 

development  

 Maximising regional 

competitiveness concerning 

national and international 

markets (e.g., agriculture) 

2. Objectives  Supporting lagging regions 

(horizontal fiscal equalisation)  

 Promoting innovation for 

industries to help them 

grow, adapt and prosper 

 Developing regional 

potential through improved 

community service 

 Economic and social 

infrastructure investment 

3. Unit of 

intervention  
 Respective states 

administrative units 

 Dependence on state and 

territory-level regional 

policymaking 

 

4. Strategies 

(including 

timeframes, 

approach and 

focus) 

 Short-term strategies subject 

to change in political 

leadership 

 Acknowledgment of 

integrated strategies across 

different infrastructure and 

service types (e.g., 

transport, communication 

and health) 

 Not ‘one-size-fits-all’ 

5. Tools / 

Instruments  
 National programs addressing 

regional priorities 

 Regional-specific programs 

 COAG National Partnership 

initiatives 

6. Actors   Federal Department of 

Infrastructure, Regional 

Development and Local 

Government  

 Regional Development 

Australia 

 COAG, representing the 

states 

 ALGA 

 

While states play a significant regional development role, their success is 

questionable. Regional development initiatives and policies have lacked consistency, 

causing duplication and widening service gaps across multiple government levels and 

‘to most observers, the regional development system in Australia appears chaotic and 
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underfunded relative to needs’ (Sotarauta & Beer, 2017, p. 214). The result of this 

inconsistent, ineffective approach is evident; the Greater Capital Cities still account for 

77 per cent of the country’s total population growth and the median age of non-

metropolitan populations continues to increase (ABS, 2017). Similarly, the median 

income in regional areas remains lower than in metropolitan areas, and growth is at 

lower rates than those in metropolitan areas (Department of Infrastructure and Regional 

Development, 2015). 

5.3.4 The state of Western Australia 

Since the introduction of the R4R program, WA regional development policy 

has departed from the national policy agenda, heralding the most significant regional 

development change in decades. To fully appreciate the impact of the policy, scale is 

important. The program allocated a total of A$6.1 billion from 2008–2009 to 2014–

2015 for regional development, focusing on building capacity and retaining benefits in 

regional communities, improving regional services and growing the regional economy 

(Department of Regional Development and Lands, 2011b). To put this in perspective, 

based on the small regional population of 586,100 (ABS, 2010), this amounted to 

approximately A$1,000 per capita, over and above the normal allocations for services. 

This is particularly significant in comparison with the resources of the British 

Columbian Trust discussed earlier. 

Regional development challenges are framed from a place-based perspective. 

The R4R program does not view the development challenge as a place-neutral mobility 

issue but rather considers the program ‘putting money back into regional communities’ 

(Department of Regional Development and Lands, 2011b, p. 4) and creating sustainable 

communities. The regional problem is the growth in major centres like Perth at the 

expense of rural populations. Ellem and Tonts (2017, p. 9) note, ‘Royalties for Regions 

… aimed to disrupt a model of development that sees wealth and power accumulate in 
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places other than the site of extraction. Indeed, Royalties for Regions … seeks to 

challenge the marginalisation of remote regions’. 

Contemporary regional development objectives reflect the ‘new’ paradigm. The 

R4R program targets building capacity, growing regional prosperity and retaining 

benefits in regional communities. In line with the equity objective of the ‘new’ 

paradigm, the current objectives respond to market forces’ inability to balance the 

spatial economy and increasing regional inequality (Plummer et al., 2014). 

Conceptually, the program focuses on regional communities’ long-term sustainability 

rather than the short-term redress of inequalities. In this regard, Plummer et al. (2014, p. 

23) note that the state ‘is aiming to improve the competitiveness and resilience of both 

places and industries, in some cases through settlement-specific strategies (e.g., the 

Pilbara Cities and Super Towns initiatives) and in others through more targeted, place-

based industry initiatives (e.g., port enhancements, industrial land development)’. There 

is, however, growing doubt about the program’s ability to meet its objectives, and it is 

under increasing scrutiny, given deteriorating state finances (Butterly & Caporn, 2017) 

and evidence of its failure to achieve its growth objectives (De Garis, De Polini, Gubana 

& O’Connor, 2017). 

The WA Government intervenes in administrative rather than economic units, 

thus reflecting the ‘old’ paradigm. Regional development occurs within statutory 

geographical structures, including the state’s nine non-metropolitan regions, the RDC 

and the Regional Development Commissions (see Figure 5.2), defined and established 

through the Regional Development Commissions Act 1993. 
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Figure 5.2 

Western Australian Regions (non-metropolitan) 

 
Source: Adapted from Paül and Haslam McKenzie (2015). 

 

Paül and Haslam McKenzie (2015) argue that the State and Regional 

Development Commissions pursue and reinforce regional institutionalisation. The 

Regional Development Commissions’ roles have been consistent since 1993 and, as 

Paül and Haslam McKenzie (2015, p. 380) note, ‘WA stands out from other Australian 

jurisdictions where the regions and regional boundaries are prone to changes with the 

waxing and waning of regional policy frameworks’. The R4R program functions within 

existing statutory regions and therefore reinforces regional institutionalisation. The 

Regional Development Commissions partially administer it, and its project 

identification aligns with the Regional Investment Blueprints, the latter reflecting the 

state’s statutory regions (Paül & Haslam McKenzie, 2015). 

Conceptually, WA planning reflects the place-based approach, being long-term 

oriented, multi-sectoral and informed by endogenous knowledge. When considering the 
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R4R program as a high-level investment strategy, the decision to entrench the program 

in legislation ensured its long-term implementation (Grylls, 2009). While recent 

political changes may affect the nature of the R4R program, giving effect to the legal 

changes undoing the program will be an unpalatable political risk in the near future. 

Most state, and regional development strategies focus on the long-term; the state’s 

Regional Investment Blueprints, for example, seek to guide development to 2050 (Paül 

& Haslam McKenzie, 2015). 

WA’s regional development instruments include elements of the ‘old’ (subsidies 

and state aids) and the ‘new’ (a mix of soft and hard capital). The R4R program 

represents a major step towards government interventionism in regional development, 

consisting of three main funds: the Regional Infrastructure and Headworks Fund 

(RIHF—large-scale strategic regional infrastructure), the Country Local Government 

Fund (CLGF—supporting local governments, including funding for local infrastructure) 

and the Regional Community Services Fund (RCSF—improved access to community 

services and retention of regional government employees). However, the program has 

been criticised for subsidising local governments with much smaller population bases 

(and therefore ratepayers) than those elsewhere in Australia. The R4R program has 

provided the infrastructure that is unaffordable for some local governments (due to 

councils’ financial inability to operate and maintain these facilities), which is a 

testament to the ‘old’ paradigm. 

Regarding regional actors, WA embraces the place-based approach. The state 

has a long history of multi-level state and local involvement in regional planning 

government-sponsored participation and coordination mechanisms (McGrath, 

Armstrong & Marinova, 2004). While the state fundamentally manages the R4R fund 

(through an evolving regional development portfolio), the R4R program fosters local 

decision-making. The Royalties for Regions Act 2009 established the WA Regional 
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Development Trust to advise the minister on the operation of the R4R fund, and local 

decision-making is entrenched in the program’s administration through the Regional 

Development Commissions (Government of WA, 2010). The state also engages the 

private sector through State Agreements: bilateral agreements between the government 

and private capital (Horsley, 2013). Historically, these agreements have allowed for the 

development of numerous towns by private companies in resource regions in lieu of 

some taxation payments (Horsley, 2013; Marais et al., 2018). 

Table 5.5 provides a summary of WA regional planning ‘new’ and ‘old’ 

paradigms. While conceptually (concerning problem recognition and objectives) and 

strategically, the ‘new’ paradigm is supported, but on an operational (instruments/tools) 

and administrative (unit of intervention) level, the state embraces the ‘old’ paradigm. 

Most significantly, since the R4R program’s commencement, WA reverted to 

subsidising interventions through major capital investment, uncharacteristic of the 

preceding neo-liberal approach. Alternatively stated, the state seeks to deliver place-

based (‘new’) outcomes through interventionist (‘old’) instruments. 
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Table 5.5 

The ‘Old’ and ‘New’ Paradigm in the State of Western Australia 

 Western Australia 

Characteristics Old paradigm New paradigm 

1. Problem 

recognition  

  Regional development problem 

defined in terms of regional 

competitiveness and 

collaborative advantages  

2. Objectives   Comparative and collaborative 

regional advantages 

 Promote endogenous growth 

 Building local capacity 

 Equity  

3. Unit of 

intervention  
 All regional planning 

conducted within 

administrative regions 

(statutorily defined regions as 

per the Regional 

Development Commissions 

Act 1993) 

 Regional Investment 

Blueprints, sub-regional 

strategies within statutory 

regions  

 

4. Strategies   Regional blueprints are cross-

sectoral strategies, formulating 

an integrated vision of the future 

 Long-term planning horizons 

 Locally driven 

5. Tools 

/Instruments  
 R4R program (subsidising 

local government 

infrastructure, recreational 

facilities, amenity 

infrastructure) 

 R4R program includes projects 

aimed at regional skills 

development and socio-cultural 

development  

6. Actors    Focus on cross-sectoral 

collaboration, including both 

government and private-sector 

participation 

 Structure of Regional 

Development Commissions 

enable horizontal and vertical 

participation in regional 

development 

 R4R structures require local 

input into funding allocation 

processes 

 State Agreements unlock 

private-sector investment 

 

The status quo in WA will likely remain; the state government invested 

significantly in developing and maintaining the current regions, and it is unlikely that 
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the R4R program will change soon. Success is hard to determine; while WA’s regional 

population growth from 2006 to 2016 (ABS, 2017b) was the second-highest nationally 

(13.4%), growth generally bordered the metropolitan region and/or is confined to 

resource regions (see Figure 5.3). 

 

Figure 5.3 

Geographical Distribution of Population Change by Statistical Area 

 
Source: Adapted from ABS (2017). 

 

5.4 Comparison with Case Studies 

The case studies, including WA, acknowledge competitiveness and endogenous 

growth as central to their regional development challenges, but differences indicate their 

unique socio-political circumstances. Consider, for example, the longevity of RDAs in 

Canada compared with the Australian Government’s push for the cessation of their 

RDA structures. 

In all the case studies, except WA, government intervention is static, or 

declining, due to non-interventionist policies (Australia), increased local responsibility 
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for regional development (Canada and BC) and industry deregulation (BC). Largely, the 

regional development instruments used in the case study jurisdictions reflect a 

preference for increasingly cashless interventions and local resourcing for development, 

except in the case of WA. As explained, with the R4R program, WA committed itself 

(perhaps begrudgingly so, due to the rural National Party’s balance of power) to actively 

driving regional development through massive capital investment, both in hard and soft 

infrastructure. 

Despite the differences between WA and other jurisdictions, the case studies 

hold valuable lessons. The Australian Government’s forays into and retreats from 

regional development underscore an important aspect of place-based planning: the need 

for long-term, consistent strategic planning. The national regional development 

approach tends to reflect the ambitions of the ruling party rather than a reliable, lasting 

approach. This is generally the same for WA, where the winning party sets the regional 

development agenda. In light of this, some mechanism to ensure long-term strategic 

continuity may reap rewards for regional areas. While the legal framework (Royalties 

for Regions Act 2009) now provides certainty regarding resourcing, the actual strategic 

planning for regions needs to take the long view. 

Canada’s persistent regional disparities highlight the difficulties of practising 

place-based planning where forced functional regions frame regional development. This 

is pertinent for WA, with statutory regions, which have historically allowed for limited 

cross-regional planning. An appreciation of cross-regional synergies in regional 

planning could unlock hitherto unrealised economic opportunities. 

BC’s boom–bust economic cycles, similar to WA, also highlight the dangers of 

neo-liberal policies in the absence of economic stability, resulting in low capacity local 

and community institutions, often unable to respond to boom conditions. The case study 

highlights the impact of industry deregulation, where industry obligations are 
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increasingly redirected from local communities to larger centres. This should serve as a 

warning to WA, which has significant private-sector investment in regions through 

State Agreements, similar to the earlier BC approach. 

5.5 Conclusion 

As embodied by place-based regional development, the ‘new’ paradigm will 

likely remain a core philosophy in OECD countries. The approach has ample supporters 

and detractors and based on the case studies, it has had mixed success, with limited 

evidence of positive outcomes for the most marginalised regions. 

While WA regional planning generally reflects the characteristics of the ‘new’ 

paradigm, it now implements a unique version of place-based regional development 

compared with the neo-liberal trends identified in the case studies. Prior to the R4R 

program, the state maintained a predominantly non-interventionist approach, 

comparable with the discussed national and sub-national trends. However, since 2008, 

the state set itself apart from the case studies by embracing ‘old school’ interventionism 

(massive capital investment, entrenched in a statutory framework), delivering outcomes 

associated with the ‘new’ paradigm. 

The similarities between the case study jurisdictions (both national and sub-

national) are worth reiterating. The broader socio-economic parallels between BC 

provide some cautionary messages for WA, particularly concerning the value of 

maintaining stable regional institutions, something to which the R4R program may 

ultimately contribute by mitigating the effect of economic peaks and troughs on such 

institutions. 

It is likely that regional development in WA will maintain its current status quo 

into the near future; however, it remains uncertain whether the R4R program will 

remain in its current form. The recently elected Labor government has indicated the 
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program will be redirected, although what form that will take is unclear. The program’s 

continuation, however, is secure, given its legal status and commitment to that effect. 

Finally, current evidence is limited and inconclusive whether the program 

successfully builds regional populations and economies. Recent government and media 

reports about the program have raised concerns about its viability, highlighting the need 

for a comprehensive analysis of its performance against its stated objectives.  
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Chapter 6: History and Background of Royalties for Regions in 

Western Australia 

This chapter has been published in the journal Geographical Research as: 

Van Staden, J., Haslam McKenzie, F (2019). Western Australia’s Royalties for 

Regions program: A policy response to growth, regional neglect, and perceived 

disempowerment. Geographical Research, 57(4), 384–398. 

 

The paper received the 2019 Wiley Award for Best Paper in Geographical 

Research. 

Prologue 

From a place-based regional development perspective, the preceding chapter, 

Chapter 5, examined WA’s return to state interventionism. It showed how the increased 

government investment in the regions was a departure from contemporary approaches to 

regional development in comparative jurisdictions, where centralised involvement is 

declining. While Chapter 5 provided a theoretical overview of contemporary regional 

development in WA, Chapter 6 now seeks to explain why the state chose the path to 

increased interventionism. Given subsequent criticisms of the program, it is important to 

have an in-depth understanding of the rationale for substantially increasing regional 

investment by the government. 

WA’s unconventional approach to regional development resulted from a unique 

confluence of circumstances, and this chapter sets out to explain this in detail. The paper 

starts by providing a detailed overview of the conditions and policy environment 

preceding the Royalties for Regions program. It examined the state’s regional 

development policy preceding the 2008 state election, its unique spatial and settlement 

structure and its resources-based staples economy. Following a conceptual causal 
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framework, the paper examined the main factors rationalising the R4R program, 

including voter disenchantment, ineffectual policy, the impact of the unprecedented 

mining boom, inadequate regional investment and the politics of the 2008 election. 

Ultimately, Chapter 6 seeks to provide an understanding of the motivations that 

culminated in the R4R program—the ‘perfect storm’ of conditions that returned the 

state to interventionism.  
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Abstract 

Under the right conditions, compounding socio-political and economic change 

can dramatically alter government policy. From 2000, WA, a resource-rich jurisdiction, 

experienced significant change owing to a once-in-a-generation resources boom, which 

forced a break with earlier development approaches. In 2008, regional interventionism 

returned to the state via the state government’s Royalties for Regions program. 

Departing from the neo-liberal tradition, the program allocated 25 per cent of the state’s 

royalty income to non-metropolitan regions, over and above existing regional 

allocations, and its success remains disputed. While it is easy to question the program 

retrospectively, the socio-economic and political circumstances from 2000 to 2008 

reveal a ‘perfect storm’ of conditions enabling the transition from neo-liberalism to 

interventionism in regional development. This paper sets out to understand the multi-

faceted conditions that enabled the dramatic paradigm shift embodied by the program. 

To this end, it examines the state’s rural–urban settlement dichotomy, its staples 

economy and the policy context leading up to the program. Following that, the paper 

proposes a causal framework mapping out the factors driving and rationalising the 

program. These factors are then examined in detail and include perceived rural voter 

disenchantment, ineffectual regional development policy, the state’s mining boom, 

inadequate regional development funding, the contrasting fortunes of two regions 

(illustrative of the impact of growth and the lack thereof) and the political manoeuvring 

during the 2008 election. Finally, the paper concludes by considering how the 

conversion of these conditions resulted in the state’s most significant regional policy 

redirection in decades. 

 
Keywords neo-liberalism; regional development policy; interventionism; rural disempowerment; resource 

boom; Royalties for Regions  
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6.1 Introduction 

Between 2000 and 2008, the WA economy grew significantly, owing to a once-

in-a-generation resources boom, driven by Chinese and Indian demand for WA’s natural 

resources, specifically iron ore and liquefied natural gas (Garnett, 2012). Around 2008, 

the WA National Party, a minor party traditionally representing the non-metropolitan 

constituency, introduced as its election platform the R4R program (Phillimore & 

McMahon, 2015). The 2008 state election resulted in a hung parliament, and the 

National Party became kingmaker. Its powerbrokers negotiated the program’s 

implementation in a last-minute deal with the WA Liberal Party, thus ensuring a 

Liberal-led government and the program’s future. 

The R4R program made 25 per cent of royalty income from minerals and energy 

exploitation available to regional populations over and above the government’s service 

obligations (Paül & Haslam McKenzie, 2015). It transformed regional development into 

a billion-dollar effort, dwarfing previous government investment since the 1960s. Then, 

from 2012, the state’s changing economic fortunes were characterised by declining 

investment, including the loss of its Standard and Poor’s AAA credit rating in 

September 2013 (Department of Treasury, 2014) and a new political leadership after the 

2017 state election, which raised questions about the program’s sustainability and 

effectiveness. 

Now, a decade later, the R4R program has been the subject of much criticism 

(Butterly, 2017a; Langoulant, 2018; WA Auditor-General, 2014), ranging from 

accusations of pork-barrelling to others related to slack governance, poor project design, 

unrealised objectives and, ultimately, charges that it was bankrupting the state. Rather 

than dwell on the validity of these criticisms, we investigate the circumstances leading 

to the program’s implementation and the return to overt government intervention in 

regional development. The paper examines in detail the circumstances rationalising the 
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government’s decision to implement the program, particularly in light of the neo-liberal 

economic framework of the Australian economy (Ellem & Tonts, 2017; Van Staden & 

Haslam McKenzie, 2019a). 

The paper starts with a literature review of the state’s regional policy and 

resources boom (2001–08). As part of the background discussion, analyses of the state’s 

dichotomous settlement structure, its staples economy and regional development trends 

(preceding the R4R program) are presented. It then provides a conceptual causal 

framework of factors contributing to the program’s implementation, then discussed in 

detail. Then, it concludes with a discussion of the compounding effect of the causal 

factors in the lead-up to the program. 

While the paper provides a fairly targeted account of the origins of the R4R 

program, it also contributes to the understanding of regional policy decision-making, 

which is of particular interest to study fields like regional studies. Providing a multi-

faceted causal framework serves as a sound reminder of the inherent complexity of 

regional development and the need for holistic, multi-sectoral approaches, rather than 

singular perspectives, to understand policy decisions in an increasingly dynamic 

regional development policy environment. 

6.2 Review of Regional Policy and the West-Australian Resources Boom 

2001–2008 

Administratively, WA’s regional development framework is unique in the 

nation. In contrast with the rest of the Commonwealth, the state has formally legislated 

regions (Regional Development Commissions Act 1993). However, Paül and Haslam 

McKenzie (2015) note that regional development policy is still managed from the 

capital, Perth, reflecting a top-down process of regionalisation suggestive of a narrow 

approach to regional development policy. 
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The Western Australian approach to regional development from the 1970s has 

been neo-liberalist and non-interventionist; policy settings are considered detrimental to 

regional communities (Haslam McKenzie & Tonts, 2005). Tonts and Jones (1997, p. 

174) have argued that neo-liberal regional policy came to reflect the global ‘neo-liberal 

projects of the 1980s’ and then adversely affected services in regions, particularly in 

agricultural areas (Davies & Tonts, 2007). B. Taylor (2012, p. 508) has also noted how 

the neo-liberal project and changes to state electoral boundaries in 1987 affected 

regional communities’ ability ‘to contest cuts to health services, communications, 

transport and educational spending’. In turn, Pick et al. (2008) have observed how neo-

liberal policies in resource-rich areas, such as the Pilbara, increased the risk of adverse 

community impacts. Companies seek to optimise their returns from natural resource 

exploitation, resulting in—among other negative impacts—weakened democratic 

institutions and operations, such as when local governments are unable to meet local 

needs. 

Marais et al. (2018) have also noted that these impacts were exacerbated by 

resource companies using block rosters and long-distance commuting arrangements, 

while the state government absolved its responsibilities to remote resource towns in lieu 

of various agreements. In line with other First World nations, by 2000, WA’s regional 

development policy was ‘not a radical departure from the underlying neo-liberal 

ideology of the state government’ (Haslam McKenzie & Tonts, 2005, p. 210; see also 

Van Staden and Haslam McKenzie, 2019a). Subsequently, the state’s 2003 regional 

development policy was framed in ways similar to those of its predecessor, and its 

regions were made responsible for their own development. 

There has been extensive analysis of the WA resources boom (2001–2014) and 

its impact on regional development. Garnett (2012) has examined the boom’s impact on 

the state’s labour market, noting its effects on short-term labour supply, the need for 
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improved infrastructure and service delivery in remote areas and the impact of fly-in 

fly-out (FIFO) options on non-metropolitan settlement. Brueckner, Durey, Mayes and 

Pforr (2013) have suggested that rapid development based on resource extraction was 

ultimately unsustainable because of the cumulative impacts on infrastructure and 

Western Australians’ quality of life. Cleary (2012) has also considered how benefits 

from mining to regional communities declined because of a lack of prescriptive 

government policies promoting regional benefits. 

The Pilbara region is approximately 1,500 kilometres north of the state capital 

Perth and is the epicentre of resource extraction activities. It has been under prolonged 

pressure from the resources boom. From around 2005, the region’s socio-economic 

conditions quickly began to show signs of being poorly equipped for such rapid and 

unprecedented growth. Insufficient accommodation, rapidly rising costs of living and 

inadequate service provision were evident (Haslam McKenzie, Brereton, Birdsall-Jones, 

Phillips & Rowley, 2008). In such light, Ellem and Tonts (2017) have suggested that the 

Pilbara resource boom reflects the global integration of resource production chains—

particularly iron ore—and the less desirable aspects of growth, including compromised 

housing availability and infrastructure delivery. 

Similarly, Argent (2013) has referred to the Pilbara’s staple economy as being 

dominated by iron ore and gas and has suggested that this pattern will affect 

development trends in the region. Lawrie, Tonts and Plummer (2011) have observed the 

links between the rapid growth in Port Hedland and Karratha on the state’s north-west 

coast and increased levels of inequality between those participating in the industry 

growth sectors and those who are not. The R4R program represented a return to state 

interventionism. While various authors have described the program (Haslam McKenzie, 

2013; Paül & Haslam McKenzie, 2015; Tonts, Martinus & Plummer, 2013), there has 

been limited research on its impact. McLure (2008) has commented on issues affecting 
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the program’s sustainability and accountability and has questioned how financial and 

other benefits would be measured. He has also commented that the program may deny 

future generations the state’s royalty income benefits if it is operationally unable to 

transform royalty income into sustainable public assets. Various authors have made 

observations about the program’s political context. For example, Phillimore and 

McMahon (2015) have examined how the program constituted a political survival 

strategy for the National Party by unlocking government resources for rural areas, 

which largely constituted their electoral base. Cleary (2012) has subsequently observed 

that the program was criticised (rightly or wrongly) for directing funds to National Party 

seats. The WA Auditor-General (2014) has concluded that the program’s benefits were 

unknown. Most recently, a WA Government report on the state’s financial management 

has provided a scathing review of the management and administration of the program 

(Langoulant, 2018). 

6.3 Overview and Background 

Recent studies view the R4R program as a political and financial blunder 

(Butterly, 2017a; Langoulant, 2018). Retrospectively, it is easy to criticise the program, 

and yet circumstances in regional WA and broader economic and political changes 

preceding 2008, prompted sufficient political support to warrant its implementation. We 

do not offer an opinion regarding the program’s success, seeking instead a better 

understanding of the conditions enabling its implementation. In the decades preceding 

the program’s establishment, targeted regional development investment was limited and 

framed by a neo-liberal development approach, leaving regions to fend for themselves. 

In this context, the ‘knee jerk’ reaction to government inaction embodied by the 

program may be better understood. Having highlighted the existing research on the R4R 

program and the state’s resource boom, the paper now continues with an overview of 

the state’s unique geography and settlement structure and its staples economy. It 



86 

provides a detailed background account of regional planning trends from around 2000 

to 2008. We then present a conceptual causal model of the key factors contributing to 

the adoption of the program. That model includes reference to the policy context and the 

political and socio-economic circumstances leading to the state’s 2008 election. 

The One Vote, One Value legislation (2005) and its impact on regional political 

representation and rural voter sentiment are examined. A review of the regional 

development policies and strategies of the time follows and highlights the prevailing 

regional development approach. The resources boom generated a significant increase in 

royalties income; therefore, a comparison is undertaken to assess royalties income 

compared with government funding for regional development between 2000 and 2008. 

Use is made of data from consecutive WA budgets and government reports. 

The socio-economic circumstances of the Pilbara and Gascoyne regions are then 

examined to explain the contrasting development realities in regional areas from 2000 to 

2008. This examination includes reference to government reports and qualitative 

economic and demographic trends based on state government and ABS’ datasets. The 

discussion then considers the WA Nationals’ election strategy and the outcomes of the 

2008 state election. Concluding comments highlight the drivers of change and the 

‘perfect storm’ they created to enable the introduction of the R4R program in 2009. 

6.3.1 Western Australia’s dichotomous settlement structure and staples 

economy 

WA is a large jurisdiction, measuring 2,527,620 km2 (WAPC, 2014), comprises 

around a third of Australia and is one of the largest sub-national jurisdictions in the 

world (Figure 6.1). 
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Figure 6.1 

Western Australia and its Regions 

 
Source: Adapted from Paül and Haslam McKenzie (2015). 

 

The State Sustainability Strategy (2003) noted that the jurisdiction had one of 

the lowest population densities in the world (Government of WA, 2003b). In 2008, the 

rural population numbered 489,000 residents (ABS, 2014) in an area roughly four times 

the size of NSW, which is slightly larger than Texas and four times larger than the 

United Kingdom. Understandably, the depopulated rurality of the state and remoteness 

and isolation of settlements present unique service delivery challenges, partly because 

of the distances between sites and regions and per capita infrastructure costs. 

The state has a monocentric settlement pattern, with the residents of Perth 

accounting for 78 per cent of the population in 2011 (ABS, 2014). At the start of the 

twentieth century, the rest of WA was proportionally more populous than Perth; 
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however, that changed around 1931, when the population of the capital city and the 

regions was equal. Over the course of the twentieth century, the total regional 

population grew, but it was dwarfed by Perth’s population increase (Figure 6.2). 

Figure 6.2 

Historical Growth of Perth and the Rest of Western Australia 

 
Source: ABS (2014). 

 

Perth has no competing urban centres or alternatives—the largest centres are 

little more than large regional towns with populations around 30,000 to 40,000 (ABS, 

2015). WA has an export-oriented staple economy and depends on its peripheral 

regional mineral and resources wealth (Argent, 2013). The state is economically and 

administratively centralised in Perth (the core), with most mining and resource company 

headquarters and state government bureaucracy located in the city. The state has a 

strong FIFO culture, which sees limited numbers of permanent workers settling in the 

regions (the periphery), despite the wealth being generated there (Lawrie et al., 2011). 

In ways similar to most staple economies, the Perth region’s (core–periphery) 

dichotomy has shaped and been shaped by the state government’s planning, 

administrative and regional development instruments (Argent, 2013). The Perth 
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Metropolitan Scheme, for example, separates the larger Perth metropolitan region from 

its hinterland, while the Regional Development Commissions Act 1993 has formalised 

and institutionalised non-metropolitan regions (Paül & Haslam McKenzie, 2015). 

Historically, there has been a strong socio-cultural distinction between Perth and 

its rural hinterland. As early as 1890, the rural population was lamenting the ‘evil of 

centralisation which would seek to advance the capital city … at the expense of the 

country districts’ (Black in Davies and Tonts (2007, p. 211)). Much of the twentieth 

century was characterised by state intervention in rural areas or so-called state 

paternalism (Tonts & Jones, 1997), associated with the provision of public services and 

infrastructure supporting agricultural industries. Following the 1970s, the decreasing 

economic contribution of agriculture, structural changes in the agricultural sector, rural 

out-migration, declining political support for rural industries and a general retreat from 

interventionism all adversely affected rural communities and ‘represented a stark 

contrast with the previous century of government support’ (Davies & Tonts, 2007, p. 

213). These circumstances have, in various ways explained subsequently, formed the 

foundation for the return to interventionism through the R4R program. 

6.3.2 Background—regional development trends preceding Royalties for 

Regions 

Collits (2008) has suggested that the Commonwealth re-engaged with regional 

policy around 1998 because of the political ascendency of John Anderson, the then 

Deputy Prime Minister and leader of the National Party, his response to service 

reductions across small towns in rural Australia and as a result of the rise of Pauline 

Hanson’s ‘One Nation’ Party. One Nation received 23 per cent of the primary vote and 

11 of 89 seats in the 1998 Queensland state election (McManus & Pritchard, 2000). The 

party’s success was generally attributed to its appeal to rural voters increasingly 

disillusioned with the major parties and felt their rural lifestyles were threatened (Tonts 
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& Haslam McKenzie, 2005). Soon after that election, the WA Coalition Government 

launched the Regional Development Policy for Western Australia in May 2000. The 

policy responded to increasing discontent among voters in non-metropolitan regions 

because of what was seen as ‘more than a decade of service withdrawal, economic 

reform and growing levels of disadvantage’ (Haslam McKenzie & Tonts, 2005, p. 208). 

In 2001, people in most regions had individual incomes lower than the state average, 

and the cost of living exceeded that in Perth (Haslam McKenzie & Tonts, 2005). 

In the 2001 state election, the WA Labor Party, under Geoff Gallop, came into 

power. Environmental concerns featured heavily in the election. According to 

Brueckner and Pforr (2011, p. 7), ‘Labor arguably came into office in part because of its 

environmental policy platform that seemed to promise a departure from past pro-growth 

philosophies premised on economic-ecological trade-offs’. Labor promised to 

implement a ‘State Sustainability Framework’ to guide decision-making (Brueckner & 

Pforr, 2011) and sought to distance itself from the previous approach to regional 

development, perceived to be promoting development without adequate environmental 

consideration. Also in 2001, the Commonwealth launched its Sustainable Regions 

Program to support struggling regions facing socio-economic change (Collits, 2008); 

this was viewed as reactive rather than proactive regional development policy. 

The state government established a Cabinet Standing Committee on Regional 

Policy, consisting of newly appointed regional ministers to oversee regional matters 

(Gallop, 2001). The Department of Local Government and Regional Development 

(DLGRD) was established to improve collaboration between local governments and the 

nine Regional Development Commissions. These changes gave regional development 

‘greater prominence in terms of both ministerial and administrative arrangements’ 

(Haslam McKenzie & Tonts, 2005, p. 212), but there was no commensurate budget 

allocation. 
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The Department of Premier and Cabinet sought to delegate more authority to the 

regional Ministers (Government of WA, 2002), which aligned with the drive to make 

regions more responsible for their development and was consistent with prevailing neo-

liberal place-based policies. The DLGRD then initiated a review of the statutory 

authority of the nine RDCs and drafts of a Regional Policy Statement for the State 

(Government of WA, 2002). In 2002, the DLGRD released its Draft Regional Policy 

Statement for comment (Government of WA, 2003a). The draft policy was launched in 

2003 as the Regional Western Australia—A Better Place to Live, the same year as the 

State Sustainability Strategy. The Commonwealth also released its Regional 

Partnerships Program at the same time—it funded projects for regional development 

but was broadly criticised for politicising regional development (Collits, 2008). 

The Labor government retained control in the 2005 state election, but 

environmental priorities gave way to other pressing issues like health, education and 

economic growth. In 2006, Alan Carpenter replaced Gallop as premier and, according to 

Brueckner and Pforr (2011, p. 11), ‘a substantial shift occurred in both rhetoric and 

policy following the 2006 leadership handover’. A pro-development approach 

supplanted a focus on sustainability, and the Carpenter years (2006–2008) saw the 

abandonment of various sustainability measures (Brueckner & Pforr, 2011). No new 

regional development policy was developed under Carpenter, and environmental policy 

went from ‘visionary to reluctant and reactive’ (Brueckner & Pforr, 2011, p. 9). 

6.4 Factors Driving the Royalties for Regions Program 

Various factors contributed to the development of the R4R program—in 

particular, perceptions about the disempowerment of regional voters, lacklustre regional 

development policy frameworks, the resources boom, limited public regional 

investment and the socio-economic conditions in the regions, both resource and non-

resource (Figure 6.3). Each of these is dealt with in turn below. 
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Figure 6.3 

Factors Driving the Implementation of the R4R Program 

 
 

6.4.1 Perceived regional voter disempowerment 

The disenchantment of non-metropolitan voters with the One Vote, One Value 

legislation drove the WA Nationals’ election campaign in 2008. WA has a long history 

of disproportionate representation of regional votes or electoral malapportionment 

through the Electoral Distribution Act 1947, which enabled the distribution of rural and 

urban seats. Davies and Tonts (2007, p. 209) have noted that ‘nowhere were 

malapportionment … more entrenched than in Western Australia—with rural votes 

being almost worth twice the urban vote’. Understandably, this situation was to the 

chagrin of the other major political parties, particularly the Australian Labor Party 

(ALP), whose electorates tended to be based in urban areas. 

Since the 1980s, ‘the Labor Party in Western Australia repeatedly attempted to 

remove electoral malapportionment in favour of the principles of one vote one value’ 

(Davies & Tonts, 2007, p. 217). Explicably, in light of the unique spatial configuration 

of the state with its large geographical footprint and small population—discussed 
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earlier—limiting regional representation and loss of influence were central to debates 

about electoral reform processes (Paül & Haslam McKenzie, 2015). 

In March 2005, the Labor Gallop Government announced it would introduce its 

One Vote, One Value Bill into parliament (McGinty, 2005b), which passed as the 

Constitution and Electoral Amendment Bill 2005 (McGinty, 2005a). This move 

increased the total legislative assembly seats from 59 to 61, decreasing the number of 

regional seats by six and increasing the number of urban seats by eight (Van Onselen, 

2005). Kelly (2006, pp. 425–426) has noted that the ALP was ‘the clear political winner 

in these reforms. It has been able to protect its Assembly seats in the Mining and 

Pastoral region while severely weakening the Nationals in their support areas. The 

Liberal Party benefits from additional metropolitan seats and having a weaker Coalition 

partner in the Nationals’. 

While these changes only lessened, rather than abolished voter inequality, the 

perceived loss of rural power nonetheless quite substantially affected the Nationals’ 

2008 election strategy. As early as 2006, party members had started strategising their 

‘Royalties for Regions’ 2008 electoral campaign slogan to compensate for the loss in 

political power due to the ‘one vote one value legislation’ (Phillips, 2009). They sought 

to capitalise on the growing sentiment of rural, regional and remote disadvantage. 

6.4.2 Regional development policy context preceding the 2008 election 

From 2000 to 2008, the state prepared two regional policies and one SPS. The 

neo-liberalist Regional Development Policy for WA (2001) stated that ‘regional 

development is best driven from within the regions and should be seen as a partnership 

between government, industry and the community’ (Haslam McKenzie & Tonts, 2005, 

p. 210). According to Pick et al. (2008, p. 519), ‘by 2000, regional development policy 

emphasised the role of government as a facilitator of economic development whose role 

was in ensuring access to resources for exploitation, improving business support and in 
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planning and coordination of the development of economic activity in the regions’. 

Building on the non-interventionist approach of its predecessor, the 2003 Regional 

Western Australia—A Better Place to Live policy (Tonts, 2004) urged ‘regional 

communities themselves need to continue to be active, partner with the state 

government in pursuing their own goals and broader goals for regional Western 

Australia’ (DLGRD, 2003, p. 9). The policy included high-level outcomes for state 

government agencies and proposed initiatives to ensure the policy’s implementation, 

including reports on regional performance measures and objectives as part of corporate 

processes (DLGRD, 2003). Despite those administrative improvements, the policy was 

criticised across the political spectrum for having a limited impact and, instead, for 

reducing some regional services (ABC News, 2003). 

The 2003 State Sustainability Strategy sought to integrate ‘sustainability’ 

measures across government and community planning. According to Brueckner and 

Pforr (2011, p. 8), ‘the strategy described how the state and its agencies could adopt a 

sustainability framework and provide leadership in supporting a transition to a 

sustainable future in partnerships with local government, industry and non-

governmental organizations’. The strategy sought to develop regional sustainability 

strategies in a Sustainability Roundtable and the Regional Development Commissions 

(Government of WA, 2003b). To give effect to the strategy, a Sustainability Bill was 

developed but withered. In reality, the strategy was little more than an elaborate 

planning exercise and was shelved as part of a change in policy direction under 

Carpenter’s leadership in 2006 (Brueckner & Pforr, 2011). 

The late 1990s saw increasing awareness of the impact of limited integrated and 

coordinated regional planning and development (Haslam McKenzie & Tonts, 2005). 

Yet, the state’s regional policy approach between 2000 and 2008 remained neo-liberal, 

with limited state intervention. Reactive and limited policy responses, combined with 
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the pressures and expectations of the resources boom, increased regional discontent and 

the perception of regional neglect. 

6.4.3 Mining boom 

Together, the regional development policies and the general absence of 

investment by the state government in regional WA did not prepare the state for the 

mining boom, which began around 2000 (Garnett, 2012). According to the Department 

of Treasury and Finance (2005, p. 8), ‘over the five years to 2003–04, the Western 

Australian economy grew by an average 3.8% per annum in constant prices’ and ‘in 

nominal terms, the Western Australian economy grew by 6.9% per annum’. Garnett 

(2012, p. 64) notes that between ‘2000 and 2010, the mining sector in WA averaged an 

annual growth rate of 15%, with the value of total production at A$92.6 billion in 

2010’. Most mineral resources are the property of the state, and, consequently, mining 

companies that exploit resources must pay rent or royalties to the state government. 

According to the Department of State Development (2015, p. 2), a ‘royalty is a purchase 

price, not a tax … (and) compensates the community for the removal of its minerals’. 

Since 2000, as the mining sector grew in productivity and value, the state’s royalty 

income increased significantly. Figure 6.4 shows the progressive increase in royalty 

income over 2004–2005. 
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Figure 6.4 

Historic Royalties Income 

 
Source: Department of Mines, Industry Regulation and Safety (2017). 

 

A major resource company operating in the Pilbara region, BHP Billiton, shared 

the good news in its 2008 annual report, noting a ‘record attributable profit delivered for 

the seventh consecutive year’ (BHP Billiton Limited, 2008, p. 2). Another key 

multinational resource company in the state, Rio Tinto, noted its record underlying 

earnings—up by 38 per cent from 2007 (Rio Tinto, 2008). The state government 

understandably embraced the boom and frequently commented on the jurisdiction’s 

good fortune. In 2005, for example, numerous media statements announcing the state 

budget proclaimed the contribution of the mining boom to infrastructure development 

throughout WA. In 2006, the treasurer glowingly noted that WA’s economic growth 

exceeded China’s and that ‘without Western Australia, the rest of Australia would be 

struggling’ (Ripper, 2006). As late as 2007, the state government remained optimistic, 

noting that the ‘prospects for the Western Australia’s economy for the next few years 

are very positive’ (Government of WA, 2007, p. 137). The boom slowed temporarily 

during 2008 and 2009 due to global financial upheaval before growth resumed rapidly 

in 2010. In light of this optimism, tapping into the mineral royalties seemed a 

reasonable strategy to drive regional growth at the time.  
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Until 2008, compared with the state’s economic conditions, regional investment 

remained limited. The main funding programs included the federal Liberal–National 

Coalition’s Regional Development Trust Fund, worth A$80 million over four years 

from 2001 (Cowan, 2001) and the ALP’s Regional Investment Fund, worth A$75 

million (over four years from 2001). Over 2003–04, the state government also unveiled 

the A$20 million Pilbara Fund to ‘make the Pilbara a better place to live and work so 

that workers and their families choose to stay here—rather than to fly in, fly out’ 

(Gallop, 2004). The fund targeted infrastructure provision to cope with the 

unprecedented growth in the region. The Regional Investment Fund was allocated 

another A$80 million over the four years from 2005 to 2006 (DLGRD, 2006). Figures 

6.5 and 6.6 show the actual expenditure on targeted regional development funds 

recorded in the WA Government’s Budget Papers from 2000 to 2010 as prepared by the 

Department of Treasury. Over the period, the dedicated regional development funding 

remained largely constant. The 2002 A$75 million Regional Investment Fund, allocated 

over four years, remained virtually the same, with A$80 million over four years 

earmarked in the 2005–06 Budget. From 2000 to 2008, the total cumulative expenditure 

on dedicated regional development funds was approximately A$161 million. To put this 

figure in context, the allocation amounted to less than A$2 million per year per region 

from 2000 to 2008, hardly adequate to unlock economic and social development. 
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Figure 6.5 

Expenditure on Regional Investment Funds Based on WA Budget Papers (2000–2009) 

 
Source: Van Staden (2018). 

 

Figure 6.6 

Cumulative Spend on Regional Investment Funds Based on WA Budget Papers (2000–

2009) 

 
Source: Van Staden (2018). 

 

Understandably, any acute observer, particularly those among affected regional 

populations, would have noticed the increasing variance between the well-publicised 

growing royalties income—generated in the regions—and unchanged regional funding. 

Figure 6.7 shows the percentage increase in royalties income and dedicated regional 

investment. From 2003 to 2004, regional investment increased minimally, while 

royalties income increased significantly, up more than 120 per cent in 2008–2009. 

Regional investment clearly did not keep up with the state’s economic fortunes. 
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Figure 6.7 

Percentage Change in Royalties Income and Regional Investment 2003–2008 

 
Source: Department of Mines, Industry Regulation and Safety (2017); Van Staden (2018). 

 

6.4.4 Regional growth and decline—the case of the Pilbara and Gascoyne 

regions 

The state’s economic growth had clear economic winners and losers in the 

regions; the Pilbara and Gascoyne regions in particular encountered the extremes of the 

impacts of the development boom that befell the state. The Pilbara, the state’s economic 

powerhouse between 2000 and 2010, suffered service delivery deficits due to its rapid 

and large-scale resource expansion. The Gascoyne, on the other hand, suffered a 

continuous decline on most socio-economic metrics over the same period. Regardless of 

growth or decline, the state government was seen to be reluctant, or at the very least 

resistant, to address growth pressures or decline through financial or other interventions. 

The Pilbara and Gascoyne regions are large geographical jurisdictions in the north-west 

of WA, and the Gascoyne borders the Pilbara to the north (Figure 1.1). In 2008, the 

Pilbara had a population of just over 50,000, while the Gascoyne had a population 

slightly lower than 10,000 (ABS, 2015). The gross regional product (GRP) of the two 

regions differs significantly. Apart from the difference in scale (the value), Figure 6.8 

clearly shows the changing economic fortunes of the Pilbara. While the Pilbara’s GRP 

increased by 68 per cent (2000–2005) and again by 69 per cent (2006–2009), the 
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Gascoyne GRP growth declined from a 51 per cent increase (2000–2005) to a 39 per 

cent increase (2006–2009). 

Figure 6.8 

Gross Regional Product—Pilbara and Gascoyne Region 

Source: Department of Primary Industries and Regional Development (2018).1 

 

The Pilbara recorded the fastest non-metropolitan population growth—59 per 

cent from 2001 to 2011—largely because of the boom (Haslam McKenzie, 2013). The 

Gascoyne region, however, exhibited contrasting socio-economic circumstances in the 

regions between 2000 and 2008. Without major mineral and energy resources, this 

sparsely populated region showed little population growth and limited economic 

progress. Figure 6.9 shows the divergence in population growth trends between the two 

regions around 2003, foretelling their changing fortunes. 

                                                                 
1 The GRP data was calculated differently for 2000–2005 and 2005–2009 by the relevant 

government department. Nonetheless, the data show a significant difference between the GRP for 

the two contiguous regions. 
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Figure 6.9 

Population Growth in the Pilbara and Gascoyne Regions 2001–2008 

 
Source: Derived from ABS (2015). 

 

The Pilbara’s population boom placed significant pressures on housing and other 

services, given the low baseline population of approximately 40,000 and the neo-liberal 

neglect that saw ‘almost no government support for new town development’ (Haslam 

McKenzie, 2013, p. 348). Affordable housing, in particular, was a key challenge 

(Garnett, 2012) and affected economic diversification, town development and 

functioning labour and housing markets (Haslam McKenzie, 2013). Around 2008, 

weekly rental rates, for example, ranged between A$1,750 and A$2,500 in Karratha, a 

major centre in the Pilbara south of Port Hedland (Pilbara Area Consultative 

Committee., 2008). Argent (2013, p. 335) also noted that ‘the “normalisation” of 

towns—that is, the transition from mining company ownership to local authorities—left 

civil infrastructure close to, or past their effective lifespans, affecting the bottom line of 

the receiving local governments’. The severity of the growth pressures in the Pilbara 

was well documented and understood (Lawrie et al., 2011; Pick et al., 2008). State 

government reports predating the boom noted the need for development in the region 

(Department of Industrial Development, 1974; Department of Planning and Urban 
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Development, 1992). The 1996 Pilbara Economic Strategy also sought to normalise 

housing and improve infrastructure (WAPC, 2003). In 2006, the Department of 

Planning and Infrastructure (2006, p. 45) recorded ‘some centres, such as Port Hedland, 

are experiencing significant land shortages’. The Pilbara Area Consultative Committee 

(2008, p. 5) also observed that ‘this growth has come at a price, overstretching 

employees, residents, infrastructure and services. The continuation of this level of 

output is not sustainable as people and families leave and services are no longer 

provided due to lack of staff and ageing and under-supplied infrastructure’. 

Despite the multitude of studies and reports on the risks and challenges of the 

boom, the state government remained resistant, characterised by its delayed response to 

the growth. Pick et al. (2008, p. 519) suggest the regional development policy at the 

time viewed state government as the ‘facilitator of economic development whose role is 

to ensure access to resources for exploitation, improve business support’, which 

contributed to the Pilbara being seen as ‘little more than a large quarry’. In return, this 

distanced approach resulted in community discontent and the perception that 

government policy was not focused on improving regional communities (Pick et al., 

2008). In contrast with the Pilbara, reduced state government intervention contributed to 

the Gascoyne’s decline. While the weak regional economy played a major part in 

inhibiting growth, the government policy on regional services contributed to the decline. 

The Gascoyne Regional Development Commission (2014, p. 6) noted ‘the decrease in 

population over previous years was possibly reflective on a number of economic 

factors. These factors include … the impact of social factors such as education and aged 

care as well as reduced government services to the region with regional offices closing 

in Carnarvon’. 

This mixed bag of economic fortunes and misfortunes and the inadequate state 

policy responses contributed to growing regional discontent. On the one hand, the 
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exponential growth and increased population in regions such as the Pilbara affected all 

aspects of life for residents, including high living costs and public service pressures. On 

the other hand, those in declining regions witnessed the much-proclaimed state fortune 

from a position of weakening socio-economic conditions. Therefore, it is not surprising 

that the National Party was strident in its demands for a better deal for the non-

metropolitan residents of WA when next the state went to the polls. Those conditions 

were fertile grounds for the R4R program, particularly in light of the advertised wealth 

of the state and the big miners and the seemingly absent-minded policy response of the 

government. 

6.5 The 2008 Western Australian Election 

In 2006, the WA Nationals separated from their traditional Liberal coalition, 

sought an independent strategy for the 2008 election and ‘campaigned explicitly with 

the aim of gaining the balance of power’ (Phillimore & McMahon, 2015, p. 45). The 

National Party presented the R4R program as its central policy platform, a ‘unique 

initiative unmatched by the other parties’ (Phillimore & McMahon, 2015, p. 43). It also 

employed a targeted strategy and canvassed strongly in non-rural regional seats, 

specifically the mining and pastoral seats held predominantly by the ALP, underscoring 

the Nationals’ strategy to broaden their appeal. The R4R platform was used to focus on 

areas where the resources boom necessitated major investment, such as the Pilbara 

Cities program. Much like the 2005 election, where economic growth was at the 

forefront of the voters’ minds, the deterioration of international economic conditions 

with the global financial crisis in 2008 was a significant election issue, ‘with negative 

international and national financial indices being given daily coverage’ (Phillips, 2009, 

p. 232). Regional services also featured in the pre-election campaigning, with the 

Nationals claiming that the Labor Party had ‘turned off the tap to regional areas’ 

(Chance, 2007). Similarly, regional institutions lamented the potential impact of the 
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One Vote, One-Value system on regional areas, arguing ‘the needs of the people in 

regional areas will not be met’ owing to more limited representation (ABC News, 

2008). 

Neither the ALP nor the Liberal Party supported the National’s election package 

in the election run-up, including the R4R program (Phillips, 2009). Owing to the 

inconclusive election result, neither one of the major parties could govern independently 

and needed the support of Independents or the Nationals. Importantly, the National 

Party gained its first Legislative Councillor for the mining and pastoral region and the 

balance of power. As a result, party leader Brendan Grylls intended to ‘force a Dutch 

auction with both major parties’ to realise his R4R program (Van Onselen, 2008). After 

a last-minute deal between the Liberal and National parties to avoid a hung parliament, 

the Liberal–National Coalition came into power. However, the Nationals argued it was 

‘an “alliance”, rather than a formal coalition’ (Phillimore & McMahon, 2015, p. 45). 

Soon after the election, in ways that are very telling of regional voter dissatisfaction, the 

member for the north-west electorate resigned from the Labor Party to side with the 

Nationals to ensure ‘Royalties for Regions funding for his electorate’ (Sonti, 2009). 

6.6 Conclusion 

While it is easy to criticise the R4R program after a decade following its 

implementation, it is worth considering the circumstances leading to its creation. In 

hindsight, the program could be seen as the result of a perfect storm of political, policy, 

social and economic circumstances. First, the state’s newfound wealth, generated on the 

back of the resources boom, was flaunted by industry and government, including 

concerning claims of record profits and revenues and long-lasting prosperity. Economic 

forecasts at the time were optimistic, and forecasters did not predict the decline in 

commodity prices that would follow. This failure highlighted existing and growing 

perceptions about the extent of urban and regional inequalities. It underscored ‘rising 
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discontent with the prevailing model of economic and social development [that] formed 

the basis for a unique policy platform developed by the agrarian-based National Party at 

the 2008 Western Australian state government election’ (Ellem & Tonts, 2017, p. 8). 

From 2000 to 2008, the state’s regional development policy framework remained 

largely reactive to the well-documented growth pressures experienced in the ‘boom’ 

regions while doing little to address socio-economic decline in the regions left behind, 

understandably resulting in regional discontent. State government resources for 

dedicated regional development initiatives remained unchanged and seemingly 

unresponsive to regional circumstances. These resources were progressively dwarfed by 

increasing government royalties-based wealth created in the regions. 

Adding insult to injury, under the One Vote, One Value legislation, those in rural 

communities felt their political voices were diminished at the expense of urban 

electorates. The National Party, invigorated by its new leader, used these conditions in 

its election strategy, which commentators considered the most successful in the 2008 

election. Come election day, the economic disparities of the boom, reactive government 

policy and electoral disempowerment enabled the Nationals to become kingmakers—

the rest, as they say, is history. 

Ultimately, the paper raises an often-overlooked aspect of regional studies—

namely, the need to employ and maintain a broad, holistic approach when seeking to 

understand and rationalise regional policy. As the case of the R4R program indicates, it 

was not the economic, social, or political factors that enabled the program in isolation. 

In the end, it was truly a convergence of multiple related (yet often academically 

separate) conditions, which dethroned neo-liberalism in the regions of WA.  
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Chapter 7: Comparing Population and Royalties for Regions 

This paper has been published in the Australian Geographer journal as: 

Van Staden, J. & Haslam McKenzie, F. (2020). Assessing the efficacy of state 

interventionist policies on population growth in small Western Australian 

regional locales. Australian Geographer, 52(1), 1–27. 

Prologue 

The preceding chapters provide the context for the quantitative analysis of the 

R4R program. Chapter 5 examined the theoretical fundamentals (neo-liberalism, state 

interventionism and place-based planning) underpinning the program, while Chapter 6 

explained the conditions and rationale for its development and implementation. 

Building on this, this chapter (Chapter 7) presents a quantitative analysis of the 

program’s impact on population growth in selected local governments in regional WA. 

Building on the work in the preceding chapters (Chapters 5 and 6), this paper presents 

an overview of the conditions enabling the program. It provides a detailed analysis of 

the R4R program, including its fund structure, outcomes and objectives, particularly 

concerning population growth. The paper also analyses previous assessments of the 

program, highlighting the absence of quantitative analysis and evaluation. The paper 

explains, in detail, the methodology to evaluate the R4R program’s impact on 

population growth in small local governments quantitatively. This includes selecting the 

sampled local governments, discounting for the impacts of externalities on population 

growth and the deviation from anticipated growth experienced by the sampled local 

governments. 

The paper concludes that there is little evidence that the R4R program enabled 

improved population outcomes in local governments with fewer than 5,000 residents. 

This conclusion is at the heart of this research project—and supports what critics of the 
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program have been claiming for years. However, given the study’s focus and 

limitations, the paper does not make any claims about the benefits of the program to 

existing regional populations.  
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Abstract 

In 2008, the WA Government initiated its R4R program to fund its regional 

development mandate. The program, an outcome of an electoral commitment, 

reallocated 25 per cent of the state’s prodigious mineral royalties to non-metropolitan 

regions, with supporters applauding the improved regional conditions and critics 

claiming fiscal irresponsibility. Numerous reviews, mostly qualitative, were undertaken, 

but the state’s auditor-general asserted that the program remained unmeasured. This 

paper presents a quantitative analysis of the program’s outcomes as framed by the 

state’s regional development policies. It investigates the program’s influence on 

populations in small local governments (fewer than 5,000 residents), where its effect 

would be most prominent, to determine whether the program prompted population 

growth. The research uses census data to examine how these municipalities’ population 

growth deviated from their projected growth while discounting for major resource 

projects—the mainstay of these local governments. The research concludes that the 

sampled populations typically declined more than projected. Discussion follows, 

questioning whether government investment and interventionist policies in regional 

development can achieve population growth in regional settings. 

Keywords: population growth; regional investment; Royalties for Regions  
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7.1 Introduction 

During the global financial crisis of 2007–2008, the condition of the WA 

economy contrasted many other developed regions and the economic woes that befell 

them. The state experienced a resource-based economic boom over the first decade of 

this century, fuelled mainly by the growth in energy and iron ore demand from Asia, 

particularly China and India (Garnett, 2012). The state’s economy expanded 

significantly, driven by large-scale liquefied natural gas and iron ore projects in the 

north, more than 1,500 kilometres from its state capital, Perth. This economic 

development was accompanied by population growth. At the time, the unprecedented 

economic growth did not translate into socio-economic gains for its local constituent 

communities. This led to regional discomfort about the perceived and real gap growing 

between development in metropolitan and regional areas (Lawrie et al., 2011; Pick et 

al., 2008). 

In 2008, the state’s indecisive election enabled the predominantly rural and 

relatively small WA National Party to become the kingmaker between the dominant 

Labor and Liberal Parties. Due to a hung parliament, the National Party, through its 

charismatic leader, Brendon Grylls, partnered with the Liberal Party on the condition 

that the Liberals support the R4R program, which was the National’s main election 

platform (Van Staden & Haslam McKenzie, 2019b). 

In 2009, the State Parliament endorsed the Royalties for Regions Act (Grylls, 

2009). This Act enabled the formation of an A$1 billion per annum regional 

development ‘war chest’ for infrastructure and socio-economic development in the 

state’s non-metropolitan regions. From its onset, the state government used the R4R 

program to give effect to several regional development policy and planning instruments 

(which, given the available resources, increased over time). These included regional 

development initiatives like Pilbara Cities and SuperTowns—initiatives targeting the 
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development of growth centres in regional areas. The program was also an instrument 

for implementing the State Planning Strategy—2050 (WAPC, 2014) and the various 

regional Investment Blueprints prepared for each of the state’s development regions 

circa 2015. 

Since the inception of the R4R program, various sources have commented on its 

success in achieving the government’s regional development goals (Perpitch, 2018; WA 

Auditor-General, 2014). Unsurprisingly, the political opposition at the time viewed the 

program with scepticism, lamenting the perceived pork-barrelling of funds in favour of 

political opponents (Brueckner et al., 2013). There have been reviews of the program’s 

different social and economic aspects; however, in the absence of clear outcomes and 

objectives, limited research has been undertaken to determine if the program was 

successful. In 2014, the WA Auditor-General reiterated this, who observed, ‘what long-

term benefits these projects were expected to deliver and how projects are actually 

contributing towards achieving the R4R objectives is essentially still unknown’ (WA 

Auditor-General, 2014, p. 5). 

Given the absence of clear, objective R4R program metrics to date, this paper 

seeks to quantitatively measure the program’s success against a consistent WA regional 

development objective: the increase (or at least, the stabilisation) of regional 

populations. This paper examines the effect of the R4R program on small regional local 

governments to test whether the program has successfully contributed to the 

development of sustainable regional settlements. 

First, this article will briefly describe the unique socio-economic conditions of 

regional WA. It will then examine the R4R program’s structure and overall expenditure 

in detail to highlight the scale of the program. The article will then explain the 

methodology for the inquiry, including selecting local governments to be examined, the 

analysis of the local government-specific funding and the private-sector externalities 
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that may affect change outside government intervention. Finally, the article will discuss 

the findings and their relevance for policymakers. 

7.2 Regional Western Australia 

WA is geographically large, constituting about one-third of Australia. The state 

is larger than Texas and roughly four times larger than the United Kingdom. The state is 

very sparsely populated and only accounts for one-tenth of the Australian population 

(WAPC, 2014). In 2016–2017, the state had an estimated population of 2,580,354 

residents. Around 2,043,138 residents (80%) resided in the Greater Perth area, and 

537,216 were spread across the rest of the state (ABS, 2018a). The state is monocentric, 

having no other centres on the same scale as Perth. Most of the non-metropolitan 

population resides in the south-western part of the state and includes the larger regional 

centres of Busselton (population [pop.] 37,000) and Bunbury (pop. 33,000). Other 

relatively large centres include Albany (pop. 37,000, Great Southern region), Greater-

Geraldton (pop. 39,000, Mid West region), Kalgoorlie–Boulder (pop. 31,000, 

Goldfields–Esperance region), Karratha (pop. 22,000, Pilbara region) and Broome (pop. 

17,000, Kimberley region) (ABS, 2017). 

Historically, WA followed the same population distribution pattern as Australia 

in general: the consolidation of populations in large centres over time, mostly located 

along coastal areas. Figure 7.1 shows the population growth and distribution in Perth 

and the rest of WA from 1901–2011. Around 1950, the metropolitan population 

exceeded the regional population and, while the regional population continued to grow, 

it did so at a much slower rate than its metropolitan counterpart. 
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Figure 7.1 

Historical Population Growth in Perth and the Rest of Western Australia 

 
Source: ABS (2014). 

 

The non-metropolitan part of the state consists of nine regions (see Figure 7.2). 

Most of the regional population resides in the Peel and South West regions, and the 

Gascoyne region has the smallest population. The northern and eastern regions 

(Kimberley, Pilbara, Gascoyne and Mid West) are traditionally considered resource 

provinces and are characterised by a significant proportion of the FIFO workforce. The 

Wheatbelt and the Great Southern regions are predominantly agricultural regions. The 

South West region is generally associated with tourism and agriculture, although there 

are established resource industries (e.g., bauxite, lithium and coal). The Peel region is 

geographically, socially and economically tied with the Perth metropolitan area, with 

which it is generally combined for governmental planning purposes. Population growth 

is concentrated in the resource regions, the regions surrounding the metropolitan area 

and the south-west part of the state. 
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Figure 7.2 

Regions in Western Australia 

 
Source: Van Staden and Haslam McKenzie (2019b). 

 

7.3 Regional Policy in Western Australia 

In contrast with most Australian states, WA’s regions are statutorily defined. 

The Regional Development Commissions Act 1993 (WA) defines the state’s nine 

regions and makes provision for Regional Development Commissions for each region. 

These commissions play a leading role in coordinating regional development and are 

instrumental in managing the R4R program funds. 

In the decade preceding the R4R program, the state’s approach to regional 

development was considered neo-liberal, largely requiring regional communities to 

manage their own development (Van Staden & Haslam McKenzie, 2019b). In 2001, the 

state government released its Regional Development Policy for Western Australia, 

followed by the Regional Western Australia—A Better Place to Live policy in 2003. 
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These policies depended on regional development being driven from regional areas and 

collaborating with the state government to realise development objectives. 

Due to the unique geography of WA, the quest to grow regional populations has 

always been at the forefront of regional policy. This trend dates back to the state’s early 

colonial history and the drive to develop the state’s agricultural sector (Tonts, 2002). 

The state’s political history, climate and geography confound regional development and 

growth. The inland areas of the state have an unforgiving climate, which detracts from 

their appeal (as is evident by the state’s FIFO culture). Vast distances isolate 

communities, reducing the attractiveness of living in the regions. 

Similarly, population growth is not supported by the regions’ economic 

structures, which tend to be based on staple commodities like minerals, energy 

resources and agriculture. These sectors are mostly capital rather than labour-intensive, 

and the increasing automation of mining and agricultural operations limits employment 

prospects. Further, the neo-liberal policy agenda, in place since the 1980s, has 

rationalised regional services, with many withdrawn from smaller communities (Tonts 

& Jones, 1997). Because of these circumstances, the quest to promote population 

growth has been an essential part of regional policy since the nineteenth century 

(Stannage, 1981). This drive for regional population growth manifests in the state’s 

current highest-level strategic plan, the 2014 SPS, which notes that ‘This Strategy, 

together with regional frameworks, investment programs and projects, seeks to provide 

the regions with the capabilities and resources to expand resident populations and 

enhance economic development opportunities’ (WAPC, 2014, p. 29). 

Population targets are, therefore, prominent in regional growth and development 

strategies. From 2011–2015, the state government prepared regional Investment 

Blueprints, which sought to provide comprehensive development roadmaps for the 

state’s respective regions. The Blueprints included aspirational population targets—a 



116 

testament to the emphasis on population growth in the regions. For example, the 

Wheatbelt region targets a population of 180,000 in 2050, up from its current 75,000 

(Wheatbelt Development Commission, 2015), despite current population trends to the 

contrary. Likewise, the Great Southern Regional Investment Blueprint sets a population 

target of 100,000 by 2040, an increase of 40,000 from the current 60,000 residents 

(Great Southern Development Commission, 2015). 

7.4 Royalties for Regions—Overview of the Program 

The R4R program is essentially a funding mechanism entrenched in WA 

legislation through the Royalties for Regions Act 2009, enabling 25 per cent of royalties 

to be allocated to regional areas to attain sustainability and prosperity. Van Staden and 

Haslam McKenzie (2019b) argue that the program resulted from a perfect storm of the 

political, social and economic conditions that characterised the state around 2008. 

Contributing factors included rural voters’ perceived loss of political power, 

development pressures in the resource regions and the contrasting decline in non-

resource areas. Ultimately, the program represented a fundamental shift in the state 

government’s approach to regional development, embracing interventionism after a 

sustained period of neo-liberal inaction (Van Staden & Haslam McKenzie, 2019a, 

2019b). 

The R4R program operates in a broader regional policy context, framed by 

various regional development policies and strategies (see the previous section and 

Figure 7.3). The program initially had six policy objectives, including ‘building 

capacity in regional communities, retaining benefits in regional communities, improving 

services to regional communities, attaining sustainability, expanding opportunity and 

growing prosperity’ (Government of WA, 2012, p. 4). 
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Figure 7.3 

The Broader Policy Context in Which the R4R Program Operates 

 
Source: Department of Regional Development (2015). 

 

The six objectives would ultimately be achieved through three main funds; the 

CLGF, the RCSF and the RIHF (Government of WA, 2012). The CLGF targeted local 

government infrastructure requirements and additional expenditure on buildings, roads, 

bridges, parks, footpaths, cycleways, airports and sewerage. The WA Regional 

Development Trust (2012, p. 11) notes that the CLGF seeks to develop and grow towns 

by ‘maintaining sustainable jobs and economic activity in the regions; and by providing 

additional [emphasis added] sustainable jobs and economic activity in specific local and 

regional areas’. 

The RCSF sought to improve community access to services, address remoteness 

and attract and retain regional employees (e.g., the Royal Flying Doctor Service). 

Finally, the RIHF supported large-scale regional infrastructure with strategic value to 

the state, including hospitals and major town centre revitalisation. Due to a lack of data 

for the RCSF and RIHF, the paper will focus on the CLGF. 

The scale of the R4R program dwarfed previous investment by the state 

government. Assessments differ, but it is estimated that more than A$4 billion was 

allocated in the state budget from 2008–2009 to 2013–2014, including the CLGF 

allocation of A$543 million (over the five years) (Daley & Lancy, 2011). To understand 
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the significance of this change, it is important to note that the allocations preceding the 

program were unsubstantial. In contrast, estimates suggest that the dedicated 

expenditure on regional development programs from 2000–2008 was around A$161 

million (van Staden & Haslam McKenzie, 2019b). 

For an international comparison, Van Staden and Haslam McKenzie (2019a) 

examined regional funding in the Canadian province of BC due to its structural 

similarities with WA. The funding for comparable regional development (through three 

development trusts) was approximately C$270 million over a decade—substantially less 

than WA. 

7.5 Royalties for Regions—Funding for Regional Population Growth 

Regional development policies in WA have a long history of pursuing 

population growth. The Pilbara Cities initiative, launched in 2009, sought to use R4R 

program funds to ‘transform the region by creating modern high-density centres, 

supported by all the facilities enjoyed in other Australian cities’ (Barnett & Grylls, 

2009). The SuperTowns program was initiated in 2012, partially in response to concerns 

that the R4R program was not delivering any benefits in the southern parts of the state 

(Grylls, 2012). The SuperTowns initiative focused expenditure throughout the state’s 

southern regions. It sought to direct investment to nine sub-regional centres considered 

to have growth potential (Department of Regional Development, 2015). SuperTowns 

ultimately sought to ‘offer more choices for people to live in regional areas and an 

attractive alternative to living in the metropolitan area’ (Department of Regional 

Development and Lands, 2011a, p. 1). 

The 2014 SPS noted that ‘regional expansion through programs such as the state 

government’s Regional Centres Development Plan will relieve population pressure on 

the Perth metropolitan region’ (WAPC 2014, p. 17). Similar claims were made in 

submissions to the House of Representatives Select Committee on Regional 
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Development and Decentralisation (2018), suggesting that policies encouraging 

decentralisation would assist city planning while ensuring the sustainability of regional 

population centres. These strategies and initiatives drew heavily on the R4R program 

funds to support their projects and programs. For example, in 2012, members of 

parliament noted, ‘the key aim of the royalties for regions program is to unlock the 

potential for statewide [sic] growth so that we can welcome extra people into Western 

Australia in a planned and sustainable way’ (WA Parliament, 2012, p. 731). 

7.6 Previous Assessments of the Royalty for Regions Program 

In 2009, the WA Auditor-General undertook a preliminary audit of the R4R 

program. The audit (WA Auditor-General, 2009, p. 4) identified the need for an 

evaluation framework. A subsequent audit in 2010, which focused on the CLGF, found 

that the fund’s guidelines were inadequate concerning reporting on progress and 

describing how local governments could apply these funds (WA Auditor-General, 

2010). 

In 2011, the Grattan Institute prepared a report (Investing in Regions: Making a 

Difference) comparing various regional development approaches throughout the 

Australian Commonwealth. The authors observed significant risks associated with the 

R4R program, and that ‘government-driven economic development programs are 

unlikely to accelerate growth of slow-growing regions’ unless the population of an area 

‘starts to grow rapidly anyway, it is unlikely that additional government funding will 

accelerate growth’ (Daley & Lancy, 2011, p. 47). Specifically, the report observed that 

most population growth in the state would be in non-mining regions around Perth and 

on the south-west coast, which received limited R4R program funding at the time. 

In early 2014, the Department of Regional Development employed a third party 

to survey the impacts of the R4R program. Through the survey, 291 project managers 

were invited to report on 415 projects. The survey had a low participation rate, with 
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only 45 completed surveys received. Regardless, the survey found that ‘all of the survey 

respondents considered that their project had met all (82%) or some (18%) of the project 

objectives’ (URS Australia, 2014, p. 8). The authors acknowledged that a 

comprehensive assessment of the ‘cumulative effect of the Program … would require an 

immense effort’ and that, subsequently, the survey focused on funding recipients’ 

‘views and opinions on what the impact of the Royalties for Regions Program has 

been’, (URS Australia, 2014, p. 8). In practical terms, this essentially meant that the 

survey gauged the opinion of funding beneficiaries rather than objectively assessing the 

overall impact of the program. The survey also noted that the projects they analysed 

sought to address both the loss of population and businesses and manage rapid growth 

in the mining regions (URS Australia, 2014). 

The survey provided an interesting insight into how the program’s success 

should be considered: 

All importantly, communities are expected to benefit from the implementation 

of projects for many generations to come. This goes to the heart of the Royalties 

for Regions program, which was aimed at attaining sustainability. Royalties for 

Regions would have failed in its objective if monies were simply spent on 

projects that were short-lived or which only benefit the people living in the 

regions right now. The long-term viability of regional towns rests on them 

remaining relevant to their current and future populations and to others thinking 

about migrating into the region. (URS Australia, 2014, p. 8). 

Following the URS survey, the government released its ‘Understanding the 

Impact of Royalties for Regions’ report (Department of Regional Development, 2014). 

The report drew on the findings of the URS survey. As mentioned, the URS survey 

tested the sentiment around the R4R program and the success of implementing discrete 

projects without assessing its ultimate success with its defined outcomes. Regarding 
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town revitalisation, the report noted that town centre infrastructure encouraged local 

businesses to enhance their offerings. For example, in the case of Newman (East Pilbara 

region), ‘people are anecdotally staying in the town centre longer due to the provision of 

shaded parking and public art’ (Department of Regional Development, 2014, p. 11). 

Again, the report excluded any quantitative measure of high-level outcomes. 

In June 2014, at roughly the same time as the Department of Regional 

Development’s report, the Auditor-General released its report: Royalties for Regions—

Are benefits being realised? This report observed that: 

While it is evident that R4R is delivering infrastructure and services to the 

regions, the outcomes and benefits these projects intended to deliver were not 

always clear’ and that ‘project evaluations were focusing on what had been done 

rather than on whether the desired outcomes were achieved. (WA Auditor-

General, 2014, p. 4) 

In 2017, the McGowan Labor Government came into power and subsequently 

launched an investigation into what it considered the poorly managed spending of the 

preceding Barnett Liberal Government. The resulting Langoulant Report found that, 

concerning the R4R program, ‘there was no properly defined strategy for the entire 

program. There were policy objectives, but priorities have never been clear, and it was 

not possible to measure success. Therefore, it became easy to justify any project’ 

(Langoulant, 2018, p. 12). The report also critiqued the program’s lack of overall 

strategy and referred to it as an ‘example of policy development on the run’ 

(Langoulant, 2018, p. 73). 

Although the regional media frequently reported on the individual successes of 

individual projects under the program (e.g., the upgrade of the Broome port (Edwards, 

2015)), media reports regarding the overall success of the program tended to be less 

flattering. In 2017, the media reported on the failure of the SuperTowns program to 
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stimulate population growth (Walker, Loney, Collins & Harradine, 2017). Butterly 

(2017b) noted the example of Katanning, which reportedly had a population decline 

between 2011 and 2016, despite A$24 million for street revitalisation and 

beautification. Later reports also noted that ‘Royalties for Regions created a WA budget 

black hole’ (Piesse, 2018)—the program did not consider the declining iron ore price 

and circumvented conventional Cabinet approval processes. Clearly, the program’s 

success remained unmeasured by any objective means, partially due to the lack of a 

high-level strategy guiding the program. 

7.7 Literature Review 

Some aspects of the R4R program have been extensively analysed. However, the 

research tended to be either historical, on a high level of theoretical abstraction (e.g., the 

neo-liberal versus interventionist debate), focused on specific regions (e.g., Pilbara 

Cities) or part of a broader regional discussion (such as the 2008–2012 mining boom). 

Van Staden and Haslam McKenzie (2019a) examined current regional development 

trends in WA from a place-based perspective, noting how the R4R program represents a 

departure from the state’s earlier neo-liberal stance to an approach that represented a 

significant return to interventionism. Although the research provided valuable insights 

into the overall philosophy of the R4R program, it did not seek further understanding of 

the program’s success (or not). 

The R4R program has also been analysed within the context of staples theory. 

Argent (2013) focused on the Pilbara Cities, an R4R sub-program, within an Innisian 

Staples Theory perspective, questioning whether it can unlock the regional economy in 

the Pilbara. Similarly, Tonts et al. (2013, p. 372) analysed the influence of the program 

in the Goldfields regions from a staples perspective, concluding that the R4R program 

‘is enabling the reproduction of staples dependence by reinvesting in the infrastructure, 

skills and incentives that underpin the production and export of raw materials’. The 
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impact of the R4R program on the administrative management of regions has also been 

explored. Paül and Haslam McKenzie (2015, p. 378) observed an increased dependency 

of Regional Development Commissions on the R4R program, and that, in the early 

years of the program, ‘there were complaints that investments were not responding to 

appropriate strategic goals’. 

Concerning the political aspects of the R4R program, Brueckner et al. (2013, p. 

114) observed how the program was a counteracting measure to the rapid growth of the 

mining boom in Pilbara, and how the program was perceived to be ‘making funds 

available along political, as opposed to socio-economic lines’. Cleary (2012), in a 

similar vein, noted how the program was perceived to benefit National Party seats. 

Phillimore and McMahon (2015, p. 44) also observed how the ‘the delivery of R4R 

provided significant extra investment to the WA Nationals’ traditional Wheatbelt 

heartland in the agricultural region, despite those areas being distant from the mining 

regions from where the royalties are derived’. Van Staden and Haslam McKenzie 

(2019b) also examined the broader socio-economic and political conditions that enabled 

the implementation of the program, concluding that a ‘perfect storm’ of ineffectual 

regional policy, a significant mining boom and perceived rural voter dissatisfaction, 

among other factors, enabled the WA Nationals to force the program through. 

Some limited work has been done to more quantitatively assess the success of 

aspects of the R4R program. Plummer, Tonts and Argent (2018, p. 319) recently used 

econometric analysis to determine that awarding SuperTown status to Katanning did not 

restore its earlier development trajectory. Aside from these findings, there is scant 

quantitative research focusing on the actual success of the R4R program regarding its 

stated objectives—a gap this paper seeks to address. 
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7.8 Qualitative Findings of the Effectiveness of the R4R Program 

This research paper might appear to be critical of substantial investment in 

regional areas, but this is not the case. The authors acknowledge that the R4R program 

contributed significantly to the quality of life for residents in the regions. For example, 

the URS report on the benefits of the program noted an improvement of aged care 

accommodation in smaller regional towns and significantly improved access to health 

services (URS Australia, 2014). In addition, the Living in the Regions 2016 report 

(Department of Primary Industries and Regional Development, 2017) indicates that 

residents are choosing to stay in the regions for longer, partly due to their improved 

access to health services. In light of these reports, it is hard to argue against the benefits 

to residents in the regions. However, improving the quality of life for existing residents 

was not the only target of the R4R program. Retaining and attracting new residents to 

rural, regional and remote locations was also central to the program. 

7.9 Methodology 

Given the scale of the R4R program and the complexity of regional 

development, the task of determining whether the program funds were successfully 

applied is daunting. Various factors affect the evaluation of the program. First, the R4R 

program does not provide a clear metric for its success (e.g., how its six objectives are 

translated into tangible indicators). Second, the state government did not have a 

consistent reporting framework and a comparative strategic context, as alluded to by the 

WA Auditor-General (2014) and Langoulant (2018). Third, macro-economic factors 

played (and continue to play) a significant role in determining the fate of small 

communities, subject to the whims of a resource-based or agricultural economy. For 

example, consider the devastating effect of BHP’s sudden nickel mine closure in 

Ravensthorpe (Goldfields–Esperance region), which resulted in immediate and 

significant local job losses and depopulation (ABC News, 2009). 
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Despite these obstacles, an analysis of demographic trends in targeted local 

governments can provide meaningful insights into the effectiveness of the R4R 

program. Ultimately, this research does not seek (or claim) to understand or explain 

rural population growth in the sampled local governments—it seeks to establish whether 

there is any substantial correlation between R4R program funding and positive 

population outcomes (i.e., lower than projected decline, higher-than-projected growth). 

This research compares population projections (2008–2016) with population 

census figures (2008–2016) in small local governments (fewer than 5,000 residents) to 

determine whether the local governments with R4R program expenditure had 

population growth outcomes exceeding those projected (while accounting for significant 

private-sector investment). The projected populations (forecasts) are used as population 

targets to benchmark the success of the R4R program. The rationale for using this 

approach is straightforward. By simply examining real population changes from 2008 to 

2016, one does not account for whether or not the R4R program positively affected pre-

existing population trends. Observe the examples of the Shires of Northampton and 

Coorow in Figure 7.4. 
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Figure 7.4 

The Rationale for Using Population Forecasts as a Benchmark for Success 

 
Source: ABS (2008, 2010, 2018a); WAPC (2012b). 

 

Based on WA Tomorrow Forecasts, Northampton was projected to grow to 4,100 

inhabitants by 2016. As per the Census, the actual population was 3,355 in 2016, a very 

slight increase above 3,318 in 2008 and substantially lower than what was anticipated 

vis-a-vis the WA Tomorrow projections (based on growth in the preceding decade). This 

result is a population growth failure because the actual growth was substantially lower 

than the targeted (projected) growth despite a net increase in population. The Shire of 

Coorow was projected to decline to 880 in 2016 (this is similarly based on an informed 

extrapolation of population growth patterns). The actual population as per the Census 

was 1,050 in 2016, a decrease from 1,157 in 2008. However, the actual population 

decrease was much less severe than anticipated (170 more people). This could be 

considered a substantially positive outcome (success) for the R4R program, as it appears 

that population decline was less than anticipated. In contrast, considering the absolute 
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change in population numbers, this could be seen as a policy failure given that the 

population has declined. 

7.9.1 Data used 

This research uses the following data sources (the application of these is 

explained in subsequent sections): 

 Estimated resident population: ABS, Regional population growth, cat. no. 

3218 (Place of Usual Residence, 2006–2016) 

 Population forecasts: WAPC, Population Report no.8, 2006 to 2026, 

household forecasts for all LGAs in WA forecasts 

 Royalties for Regions spending: WA Department of Regional Development 

Annual Progress Reports (2011–2015) CLGF expenditure 

 Private-sector investment: WA Department of Mines, Industry Regulation 

and Safety (2019), MINEDEX database. 

7.9.2 Assumptions 

To present the research model, the research design makes the following 

assumptions: 

 Comparing actuals against projections is a well-known approach for testing 

the success of interventions where conditions cannot be replicated in a 

controlled environment. 

 Population forecasts are extrapolations of a current population (using 

existing patterns of migration, births and deaths) and the most likely or 

‘assumed’ future. 

 Significant deviations from these projections suggest an externality, or 

externalities, outside the established patterns of migration, births and deaths, 

on which forecasts are based. 
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 Due to the dynamics of larger populations, there will likely be a multitude of 

variables affecting population change. Therefore, smaller local governments 

are more suitable for analysis. 

 Where the actual population differs significantly from the projected 

population (the assumed future), it will likely be either the result of the 

substantial movement of private investment (e.g., the opening, cessation or 

closure of major employers) or the result of the substantial movement of 

public resources (e.g., improved infrastructure, new or closed services). 

 Where there is a significant deviation, in instances where there is no 

evidence of movement in private investment, such change could be 

attributable to movement in public resources. 

In the context of these assumptions, the research seeks to establish whether there 

is a correlation between R4R program funding and a substantial positive change in 

population growth in small local governments, measured from 2008 to 2016. The 

research comprises six key steps: 

 identifying the relevant local governments for analysis 

 identifying local governments where the actual change in population 

deviated significantly from the projected growth (the assumed future) 

 determining if these local governments were beneficiaries of R4R projects 

targeting local government amenities, thereby confirming public investment 

 identifying whether there were any significant private-sector movements 

(major projects) that could account for population change 

 accounting for the effect of transient Indigenous populations in WA 

 determining what percentage of local governments, with R4R program 

funding but no significant private-sector investment movement, significantly 

increased populations above their assumed (projected) growth. 



129 

The steps of the research and the findings at each stage are described in the 

following sections. 

7.9.3 Step 1: Identifying local governments for analysis. 

Regional WA is sparsely populated, with more than a hundred local 

governments serving around 520,000 people (in 2008). Few local governments exceed 

10,000 people, and most have fewer than 5,000 residents. This research focuses on the 

local governments with populations of fewer than 5,000 to reduce the effect of 

externalities. 

According to the ABS (2017), 82 non-metropolitan local governments had fewer 

than 5,000 persons in 2008, the baseline year for the research. From those 82 local 

governments, 37 (45%) had fewer than 1,000 residents, 26 (32%) had between 1,000 

and 2,000 residents and 19 (23%) had more than 2,000 residents. These represented 60 

per cent of the state’s 137 local governments and six per cent of the state population 

(see Figure 7.5). Please refer to the map in Annexure 1. 

Figure 7.5 

A Breakdown of Local Government Areas in 2008 

 
Source: ABS (2017). 
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7.9.4 Step 2: Determining which local governments’ population changes 

deviated significantly from their projected population change 

Step 2 seeks to determine which of the 82 selected local governments’ 

population growth deviated significantly (more or less than 5%) from their projected 

growth, as per the state demographer’s WA Tomorrow datasets. It is important to note 

here that the results of Step 2 do not indicate whether local governments’ populations 

ultimately increased or decreased. The purpose is to establish whether actual population 

change deviated significantly (i.e., more than the set benchmark—in this case, more 

than 5%) from the projected growth or the assumed future. For example, while the Shire 

of Meekatharra’s (Gascoyne region) actual growth deviated positively (11%) from its 

projected growth, its overall population still declined from 1,270 (2008) to 1,102 

(2016). 

The WA Tomorrow population forecasts (2008–2016, band C) are the baseline 

for projected growth (WAPC, 2012b). The WAPC (2012b) notes that ‘the forecasts 

represent the best estimate of future population size if trends in fertility, mortality and 

migration continue’ and that (despite some likelihood for politically rooted bias) ‘no 

attempt has been made to anticipate any policies that might be taken to influence 

household formation’. The latter is of significance given the nature of the research, as 

the WA Tomorrow forecasts represent a continuation of demographic trends without 

accounting for either private or public sector induced externalities such as the R4R 

program. The WA Tomorrow forecast essentially provides a continuation of the status 

quo without including the effect of the R4R program. Figure 7.6 illustrates the 

conceptual model for the research. 
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Figure 7.6 

The Rationale for Determining Which Local Government Areas to Include in the 

Research Sample 

 
 

After setting the baseline, the ABS 2016 Census data were collected for the 

identified local governments (cat. no 3128) (ABS, 2017). These figures were compared 

with the baseline forecasts (WA Tomorrow) and the deviation expressed as a percentage 

(see the examples of Menzies and Ravensthorpe in Figure 7.7). 
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Figure 7.7 

Examples of the Variation Between Projected Growth and Actual Growth 

 
 

Due to the small population sizes and considering the inherent uncertainty of 

forecasts, deviations of less than five per cent (positive or negative) were excluded from 

the selected local governments. The resulting list of local governments represents those 

where the actual population change deviated more than five per cent (positive or 

negative) from the projected population change. 

The comparison between the actual growth and projected growth revealed that in 

63 local governments, the actual population change, based on the 2016 Census, deviated 

more than five per cent (positive and negative) from the growth that was projected by 

the WA Tomorrow forecasts (refer to the map in Annexure 2). This result implies that 77 

per cent of the sampled local governments potentially experienced an externality that 

caused their growth to deviate more than five per cent from the projected growth. In 26 

(32%) local governments, the actual population change significantly exceeded the 

projected population change, while the change was significantly lower in 37 (45%) local 
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governments. Figure 7.8 illustrates the findings (it should be noted that a positive 

deviation does not mean that the local governments gained any population—it only 

suggests there are more residents than projected). 

Figure 7.8 

Positive and Negative Deviations Between WA Tomorrow Forecasts and ABS Figures 

That Exceed Five Per Cent 

 
Source: ABS (2017); WAPC (2012b). 

 

7.9.5 Step 3: Identifying Royalties for Regions expenditure on amenities in 

local governments where population change deviated significantly from 

projected growth 

Step 3 identifies all the local governments from Stage 2 that received funding 

through the R4R program. The R4R program expenditure for these local governments 

focuses mainly on those projects under the CLGF and those associated with improving 

amenities (as per the RIHF and RCSF funds). The non-CLGF investment includes the 

Mid West Revitalisation Funds, SuperTown, boating and airport funding. The financial 

information focuses on the period from 2008 to 2012 to allow for the ‘lagging’ benefits 

of the projects. The financial information was sourced from the R4R Annual 

Performance Reports (Department of Regional Development and Lands, 2009, 2010, 

2012a, 2012b). 
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In the absence of a comprehensive financial reporting system, there may be 

different figures to the ones presented here. However, the funds indicated here express 

the minimum amount spent in the local governments, excluding funding for non-

municipal services like health. More funds were likely spent in these locations (e.g., the 

A$22 million Ningaloo Centre in Exmouth was not included). As Figure 7.9 explains, 

the amounts used in this research only reflect a proportion of actual expenditure. 

Figure 7.9 

Analysis of the R4R Program Funding Focuses on the Country Local Government Fund 

 
 

The analysis of the R4R program expenditure reveals that all the 63 local 

governments identified in Stage 2 received program funds (Department of Regional 

Development and Lands, 2009, 2010, 2012a, 2012b). The recipients of the most 

significant support, in real figures, were the Shires of Exmouth, Dandaragan, 

Katanning, Shark Bay, Morawa and the Upper Gascoyne (Figure 7.10 indicates the 10 

highest recipients). Interestingly, only four of the top 10 recipients exceeded their 

projected population growth (Exmouth, Boddington, Coorow and Halls Creek). 
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Figure 7.10 

Country Local Government Funds and Funds Spent on Amenities and Access (top 10 

local government recipients) 

 
 

The average per capita expenditure was approximately A$3,800. The shires of 

Murchison (population of 110 in 2008) and Upper Gascoyne (population of 272 in 

2008) received the most significant government investment per capita. Surprisingly, 

populations declined more in most of the local governments that received a larger 

allocation of funds. 

7.9.6 Step 4: Identifying private-sector movement in the identified local 

governments 

After Step 3 identified which local governments benefited from public 

investment, Step 4 involved excluding local governments that either benefited through 

new major investment or were disadvantaged through the closure or cessation of major 
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projects. To account for externalities, major projects that represented private investment 

were removed from the sample. This information was obtained from the MINEDEX 

database (Department of Mines, Industry Regulation and Safety, 2019). Figure 7.11 

illustrates the private-sector movements in the sample compared with deviation from 

projected growth. 

Figure 7.11 

Major Private Investment Activity in Selected Local Governments 

 
 

Major private-sector projects opened, closed or went into administration in 16 of 

the selected local government. Where new projects started, the population growth 

generally exceeded the projected growth. However, in the shires of Wiluna (–133 

residents between 2008 and 2016) and Coolgardie (–301 residents between 2008 and 

2016), the population decline due to the cessation of projects was greater than 

population growth from new projects. In all, 47 local governments had no significant 

resource project activity between 2010 and 2016. 

Other potential externalities that could have contributed to higher growth than 

anticipated in the remaining local governments should be highlighted. In around 2012, 
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the Wheatbelt region experienced drought conditions, which, given the agricultural 

nature of the economy, affected population growth (Binsted, 2013; Taillier, 2013). 

Except for these drought conditions, a media search revealed no significant externalities 

in the remaining towns, apart from the shires of Dalwallinu and Katanning, which 

benefited significantly from international migration (Emery, 2016; Skatssoon, 2019). 

7.9.7 Step 5: Accounting for the effect of Indigenous population movement 

Given the proportionally high percentage of transient Indigenous populations in 

regional areas of WA, local governments with less than 500 inhabitants were removed 

from the sample. This reduced the sample from 47 to 38 local governments (see the map 

in Annexure 3). 

7.9.8 Step 6: Determining the percentage of local governments where growth 

exceeded forecasts, excluding private-sector movement and transient 

Indigenous populations 

Step 6 examines whether the R4R program potentially increased the regional 

population in local governments where the mining externalities (major projects) and 

transient Indigenous populations have been accounted for (Refer to the map in 

Annexure 4). The remaining 38 local governments represent those where any population 

change is likely influenced by public sector investment. Of the 38, only 11 (29%) local 

governments had populations larger than projected, while 27 (71%) had fewer people 

than projected (see Figure 7.12). 
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Figure 7.12 

Local Governments Where the Actual Growth Significantly Deviated from the Projected 

Growth (excluding those with private-sector movements or transient Indigenous 

populations) 

 
 

In all the regions, negative deviations exceeded the positive deviations (see 

Figure 7.13). The Wheatbelt region had the highest number of overall deviations from 

the projected growth (21 local governments), which was expected, given the large 

number of local governments sampled in the region. Most regions recorded poor 

population outcomes, with only the Mid West (2) and Wheatbelt (9) regions having 

local governments that exceeded their projected growth. 



139 

Figure 7.13 

Deviation from Projected Growth, Excluding Externalities by Region (totals) 

 
 

7.10 Findings and Discussion 

From the selected local governments with fewer than 5,000 residents, more than 

two-thirds (71%) reported poorer population outcomes than projected (see Figure 7.14). 

In practical terms, this suggests that a significant majority of local governments were 

worse off than anticipated, regardless of significant public investment. 
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Figure 7.14 

Deviation from the Assumed Future 

 
 

These figures are substantial—they support, if not confirm, the current 

prevailing sentiment that the R4R program funding did not achieve the state’s broader 

regional development objective of increasing rural populations (or at least reducing their 

decline). It could be argued that population decline would have been worse in the 

absence of the R4R program, but that would still imply the R4R program only slowed 

the exodus of existing residents and did not attract new residents as intended. 

An analysis of the overall population growth of the sampled local governments 

provides further insights. From the 38 local governments with no private-sector 

movement, 20 (53%) had a real decline in population from 2008 to 2016, while 18 

(47%) had a real population increase (see Figure 7.15). This finding confirms the 

overall trend of rural depopulation. However, it raises further concern about the efficacy 
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of the R4R program, especially in light of the more structural economic issues affecting 

rural communities. 

Figure 7.15 

Comparison of Population Increase and Deviation from Projected Growth 

 
 

Analyses of both the actual growth and the deviation from the projected growth 

reveal some winners (with both a positive deviation from expected growth and actual 

positive growth), but significantly more losers (with both negative growth and negative 

deviation from its projected growth). Unfortunately for regional residents and 

policymakers, only four of the sampled local governments (11%) had higher-than-

projected population growth, compared with 13 (34%) that had real population decline, 

worse than projected (see Figures 7.15 and 7.16). Although this paper does not 

comment on the success or failure of these particular local governments in further detail, 

policymakers should examine these findings to identify recurrent themes that could be 

replicated for more effective policies. 
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Figure 7.16 

Local Government Winners (increased populations were higher than projected) and 

Losers (population decline at a higher rate than projected) 

 
 

Many local governments in traditionally agricultural regions had poorer-than-

projected population outcomes (namely the Wheatbelt, Great Southern Regions). 

Concerning youth migration, Davies (2008) noted that the resources industry (with its 

high wages and FIFO culture), low salaries in agricultural industries and high start-up 

costs and low returns for rural industries, have discouraged in-migration to rural 

agricultural areas. None of these predominantly structural issues is truly addressed 

within the context of the R4R program, which, until recently, mainly focused on 

improving amenities and services in these LGAs. Similarly, the broader structural 

changes that have characterised the agricultural sector, such as mechanisation and the 

consolidation of farming units (Tonts, 2004) and the subsequent decline of rural 

communities, appear to be outside the scope of intervention offered by the R4R 

program. 

The findings also suggest that major private investment drives population 

growth more so than public investment. As Step 4 of the research indicated, actual 

population growth exceeded projected population growth where there were net positive 
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investments. Figure 7.17 indicates the positive effect of private-sector investment 

(resource projects) on the sampled local governments. Most local governments 

experienced population growth (68%), with a substantial number exceeding the 

forecasted growth (37%). 

Figure 7.17 

Population Change and Deviation from Projected Growth in Local Governments with 

Private Investment Activity 

 
Source: Department of Mines, Industry Regulation and Safety (2019). 

 

This state of affairs is not unique to WA. Van Staden and Haslam McKenzie 

(2019a) noted that the Canadian province of BC experienced negative population 

growth despite regional investment (albeit not on the same scale as in WA) and that 

regional fortunes were tied to the success of the regional economy. 

The current WA Government is increasingly supportive of this pro-private 

investment view. It has commented that the focus on attractiveness and lack of projects 

that could unlock tangible economic development opportunities came at the cost of 

creating employment—the major pulling card for regional population growth (De Garis 

et al., 2017). This research does not provide a detailed understanding of the fates of 
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these local governments; it provides a quantitative insight into the correlation between 

significant public investment (approximately A$3,800 per capita, in addition to 

conventional regional service spent) and its effect, or lack thereof, on population 

dynamics in small LGAs. 

7.11 Conclusion 

As the primary instrument for implementing WA’s broader regional 

development mandate, the R4R program has been widely criticised since its inception 

after the 2008 state election. Although various government audits and reviews have 

been undertaken, these have either focused on the operational or administrative aspects 

of the program. Academic research related to the program tended to focus on 

theoretical, qualitative or geographically specific work. The lack of a rigorous 

evaluation of the program’s success was acknowledged as early as 2014. However, it 

remained in the proverbial ‘too hard’ basket, particularly due to inconsistent reporting 

practices, lack of verifiable data, and absence of evaluation frameworks. 

This paper provides specific, quantitative insights into the success of the R4R 

program, focusing on its intended population growth benefits. The findings confirm 

what has been suggested by the state government, the media and academia—that the 

R4R program is mostly ineffective in achieving the broader population objectives of 

WA’s regional development policy. The various media and government statements to 

this effect have been noted, and it is becoming increasingly clear that the current 

approach to regional development is not adequate. 

Despite these findings, this paper does not suggest that the R4R program did not 

deliver benefits to regional towns in terms of their accessibility to services or 

attractiveness to existing residents. However, the R4R program did not enable increased 

population growth or curb population decline—an intended benefit. The findings 

underscore just how ineffectual interventionist policies counter the effects of globalised 



145 

industries and broader structural changes that have triggered population and socio-

economic shifts in regional communities throughout First World economies since the 

1980s. This paper represents a substantial step towards quantitatively understanding the 

effect of the R4R program. Considering that the program under scrutiny exceeds 

billions of dollars, it is hoped that these findings will prompt policymakers and program 

managers to invest time and effort into establishing robust evaluation frameworks for 

similar future interventions.  
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Chapter 8: Comparing Employment and Royalties for Regions 

This paper has been submitted for publication under the title: 

Understanding the impact of state investment in small regional locales: A 

quantitative analysis of the impact of Western Australia’s Royalties for Regions 

program on employment growth in small local governments.2 

Prologue 

The preceding chapters described the theoretical background (Chapters 4 and 5), 

followed by Chapter 6, which explained the rationale for the Royalties for Regions 

program, building the case for a quantitative program analysis. Chapter 7 provided the 

first part of the quantitative analysis of the program’s efficacy, namely an analysis of 

the program’s impact on population growth in WA regional local governments with 

fewer than 5,000 residents. The population analysis concluded that there was little 

evidence of the R4R program delivering positive population outcomes in the sampled 

local governments. 

Chapter 8 constitutes the second part of the analysis, examining the impact of 

the R4R program on employment trends in the same set of sampled local governments. 

The paper examined how the R4R program targeted employment growth through 

particular grant mechanisms. The paper then provides a detailed overview and 

application of the research methodology. The analysis methodology uses 2006, 2011 

and 2016 Census data to determine whether employment trends from 2006–2011 

improved over the 2011–2016 period (given the introduction of the R4R program in 

2009). The study examines changes across all employment industries, industries 

                                                                 
2 The paper is part of a larger research project, examining the impact of R4R program on small local 

governments in regional Western Australia. Due to this, there are similarities in selecting the local 

government case studies and determining R4R funding allocations and some of the figures have been 

repurposed for this paper. 
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associated with main street activities (retail, accommodation etc.) and those associated 

with government-funded services (including education and health). 

The paper concludes with similar findings as detailed in Chapter 7: the program 

did not have demonstrable success in delivering its intended outcomes in respect of 

employment. Specifically, the employment analysis revealed that employment in main 

street industries—a particular focus area of the R4R fund—did not deliver positive 

outcomes throughout the study.  
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Abstract 

The WA Government initiated its R4R program in 2008 to deliver population 

and economic growth, and prosperity to its rural hinterland. The program reinvested 25 

per cent of the state’s mining royalty income in its regions and, over its course, the 

program has been subject to praise and criticism in equal measure. The program’s 

success in achieving its outcomes remains uncertain—largely due to the lack of rigorous 

quantitative analysis. An in-depth analysis of the program’s success concerning its 

economic and job creation aspirations is, therefore, timely. The research undertaken 

builds on earlier work focusing on small local governments in WA, where it has been 

demonstrated the program failed to deliver population growth. This research examines 

overall employment trends in small local governments post-government investment. 

Specifically, it assesses whether government expenditure on town amenity enabled 

employment growth in Main Street industries and how direct investment in employment 

affected employment through service delivery such as health and education. The 

research found that government investment in towns’ amenity was unsuccessful in 

driving employment growth in selected employment sectors. 

8.1 Introduction 

WA, the largest state in the Australian Commonwealth, avoided economic 

decline in the first decade of the twenty-first century, unlike most developed economies 

that suffered due to the global financial crisis (Ripper, 2008). Growth in China and 

India, particularly their demand for energy and iron ore (abundant resources in the 

state’s north), ensured substantial economic growth despite globally depressed 

conditions (Garnett, 2012). Liquefied natural gas projects, like Chevron’s Wheatstone 

and Gorgon projects, pumped billions of dollars’ worth of construction work into the 

state, and the state’s iron ore sales went from around 200 million tonnes in 2005–2006 

to more than 600 million tonnes in 2013–2014 (Department of State Development, 
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2017). Despite these significant economic gains, regional areas (outside metropolitan 

Perth) did not experience concurrent socio-economic benefits, resulting in regional 

communities’ discontent with what they perceived to be an increasing gap between 

metropolitan prosperity and regional stagnation, or, in most cases, decline (Lawrie et al., 

2011; Pick et al., 2008). 

The regional discontent manifested in the state’s 2008 election outcome. The 

election resulted in a hung parliament, with neither major (Labor or Liberal) party 

securing a win. This state of affairs was a stroke of good luck for the small (mostly 

regional) WA Nationals Party, which effectively became the kingmaker in the race to 

political power. Seizing the opportunity, then party leader, Brendon Grylls, pushed for 

implementing the Nationals’ core election platform—the R4R program, which promised 

to reinvest state expenditure back into the regions from which the wealth was generated. 

The Nationals partnered with the Liberal Party at the last minute, subject to the Liberal 

Party supporting the R4R program (Van Staden & Haslam McKenzie, 2019a). 

Capitalising on the momentum behind the R4R program, the State Parliament endorsed 

the Royalties for Regions Act in 2009 (Grylls, 2009). Significant funding was 

subsequently streamed to regional areas, channelled through the mineral royalties, 

assuming that government investment in infrastructure and services would boost local 

populations and job growth. For example, in 2009, A$300 million was allocated through 

the R4R program to revitalise towns in the state’s Pilbara region (Barnett & Grylls, 

2009). Given the scale of the resources behind the program (25% of mining royalties), 

there has been significant interest in the program’s success across the academic, 

economic and political spectrum (Perpitch, 2018; WA Auditor-General, 2014). Not 

surprisingly, the political opposition was scathing in its commentary on the R4R 

program. Claims were made about the preferential funding, favouring the current 

political masters (Brueckner et al., 2013). 
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The monitoring, evaluation and review of the R4R program, since its inception, 

has been a hit-and-miss affair. The Department of Regional Development (and its 

subsequent iterations) provides annual progress updates on the program; however, these 

are largely financial reports on project expenditure and more promotional than 

evaluative. There have been some, albeit limited, reviews of the socio-economic 

impacts of the R4R program. The government-driven reviews focused predominantly on 

the qualitative analysis of the impact of the program. For example, one major review 

(URS Australia, 2014) engaged project managers on their perceptions of the program’s 

success (to be discussed in detail later). Tellingly, in 2014, the state’s Auditor-General 

commented that the success (or failure) of the R4R program remained undetermined 

(WA Auditor-General, 2014). In this context, the research endeavours to explore the 

quantitative impact of the R4R program on employment growth in small regional local 

governments to refute or substantiate claims of its contribution to regional employment 

growth. 

The paper will provide an overview of regional WA to illustrate its uniqueness 

and contextualise its regional development challenges. The paper will then describe the 

R4R program, its structure and the resources allocated to it. It will then explain the 

proposed research methodology aimed at quantitatively analysing employment in 

selected LGAs. Following an analysis of the identified LGAs, the paper will discuss its 

findings and potential implications for regional development policy. 

8.2 Regional Western Australia 

WA is a geographically large jurisdiction, constituting about one-third the size 

of Australia. To put this in context, the state is larger than Texas and roughly four times 

larger than the United Kingdom. The state is very sparsely populated and only accounts 

for one-tenth of the Australian population (WAPC, 2014). In 2016–2017, the state had 

an estimated population of 2,580,000 residents, with the majority of the state’s 
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population, around 2,043,000 residents, residing in the Greater Perth area, and 537,000 

spread across the rest of the state (ABS, 2018a). The state is monocentric, with no other 

centres on the same scale as Perth. The majority of the non-metropolitan population is 

located in the south-western part of the state and includes the large regional centres of 

Busselton and Bunbury, the second-largest population centre with 74,363 people (ABS, 

2018b). Historically, the state followed the same population distribution pattern 

characterising Australia, namely the consolidation of populations in large centres over 

time, mostly located along coastal areas. Figure 8.1 indicates the population growth and 

distribution from the beginning of the previous century. Around 1950, the metropolitan 

population exceeded the regional population and, while the regional population 

continued to grow, it did so at a much slower rate than its metropolitan counterpart. 

Figure 8.1 

Historical Growth of Perth and the Rest of Western Australia 

 
Source: ABS (2014). 

 

Economically, the regions’ contribution to the GSP declined marginally over the 

last decade—however, 2017 saw a significant increase (see Figure 8.2). Due to its 
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abundant mining and agricultural resources, the regions contribute disproportionally to 

the state economy, with almost 40 per cent of the state’s wealth created in the regions 

where only 20 per cent of the state’s residents live. 

Figure 8.2 

Gross State Product, Regional WA Gross Geographic Product and Metropolitan Gross 

Geographic Product 

 
Source: Department of Primary Industries and Regional Development (2018). 

 

From 2006 to 2016, employment increased in the regions (see Figure 8.3). 

Despite the overall increase, the proportional percentage of employment decreased from 

2011–2016, after peaking in 2011. 
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Figure 8.3 

Overall Employment in the Regions from 2006–2016 

Source: ABS (2006, 2011, 2016). 

 

Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing, Manufacturing, Wholesale Trade, Information 

Media and Telecommunications and Financial and Insurance Services have declined 

from 2006–2016 (see Figure 8.4). It is perhaps worth noting the significant increases in 

educational and healthcare-related employment over this period; these sectors are 

predominantly funded from the public purse, perhaps reflective of the increased 

expenditure through the R4R program during the period. 
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Figure 8.4 

Employment by Industry—Trends from 2006–2016 

 
Source: ABS (2006, 2011, 2016). 

 

Administratively, non-metropolitan WA consists of nine regions (see Figure 

8.5). The Wheatbelt and the Great Southern regions are predominantly agricultural 

regions. The South West region is generally associated with tourism and agriculture, 

although there are established resource industries (e.g. bauxite, lithium and coal) in 

addition to agriculture. The Peel region is geographically, socially and economically 

tied to the Perth metropolitan area, and the state government generally includes the 

region in the larger metropolitan area for planning purposes. Population growth is 

concentrated in the resource regions, regions surrounding the metropolitan area and the 

south-west part of the state. 
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Figure 8.5 

Regions in Western Australia 

 
Source: Van Staden and Haslam McKenzie (2019b). 

 

8.3 Regional Policy in Western Australia 

In contrast with most Australian states, WA has statutorily defined regions 

(described above). The Regional Development Commissions Act 1993 (WA), defines 

the state’s nine regions and makes provision for Regional Development Commissions 

for each region, excluding metropolitan Perth. The Regional Development 

Commissions are instrumental in coordinating and implementing regional development 

and managing the R4R funds. 

In the decade preceding the R4R program, the state’s approach to regional 

development was considered neo-liberal, largely requiring regional communities to fend 

for themselves and manage their development (Van Staden & Haslam McKenzie, 

2019a). In 2001, the state government released its Regional Development Policy for 

Western Australia, and, in 2003, the Regional Western Australia—A Better Place to 
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Live saw the light of day. These policies depended on regional development being 

driven from regional areas themselves and collaborating with the state government to 

realise development objectives. 

Due to the state’s unique geography, the quest to grow regional populations has 

been at the forefront of regional policy, a trend dating to the state’s early colonial 

history and the drive to develop the state’s agricultural sector (Tonts, 2002). The state’s 

climate and geography confound regional development and growth; the inland area of 

the state has an unforgiving climate, detracting from its attractiveness for settlement (as 

is evident by the state’s FIFO culture). Vast distances also isolate communities, 

reducing the attractiveness of living in the regions. Job creation is not encouraged by the 

regions’ economic structure; the regional economies tend to be based on staple 

commodities, like minerals, energy resources and agriculture. These sectors are capital 

rather than labour-intensive, and the increasing automation of mining and agricultural 

operations further limits employment prospects. Because of these circumstances, 

employment growth is integral to regional policy. For example, this drive for regional 

employment growth is central to the state’s highest-level strategic plan, the 2014 SPS, 

which notes that ‘a key challenge will be creating the level of livability in the regions 

that can attract a varied workforce in order to stimulate and maintain diverse economic 

activity’ (WAPC, 2014, p. 36). 

Consequently, employment targets feature in regional strategies. From 2011–

2015, the state government drafted regional Investment Blueprints, wide-ranging and 

long-term development roadmaps for the non-metropolitan regions. The Great Southern 

Regional Investment Blueprint, for example, includes employment targets for 2040, 

increasing the regional workforce to 60,000 from an estimated 33,000 in 2012 (Great 

Southern Development Commission, 2015). 
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8.4 Royalties for Regions—Overview of the Program 

The R4R program is entrenched in WA legislation through the Royalties for 

Regions Act 2009, enabling 25 per cent of royalties income to be allocated to regional 

areas to attain sustainability and grow prosperity. Van Staden and Haslam McKenzie 

(2019b) argue that the program resulted from a perfect storm of political, social and 

economic conditions, which characterised the state around 2008. This included the rural 

voters’ perceived loss of political power, the development pressures in the resource 

regions and the contrasting decline in non-resource areas. Ultimately, the program 

represented a fundamental shift in the state government’s approach to regional 

development, embracing interventionism after a sustained period of neo-liberal inaction 

(Van Staden & Haslam McKenzie, 2019a). The program initially had six policy 

objectives, including ‘building capacity in regional communities, retaining benefits in 

regional communities, improving services to regional communities, attaining 

sustainability, expanding opportunity and growing prosperity’ (Government of WA, 

2012, p. 4). The Royalties for Regions Act also states that R4R funds can be used to 

provide infrastructure and services, maximise job creation and improve career 

opportunities in regional WA (Langoulant, 2018). 

These objectives would ultimately be achieved through three main funds: the 

CLGF, the RCSF and the RIHF (Government of WA, 2012). The CLGF targeted local 

government infrastructure requirements and additional expenditure on buildings, roads, 

bridges, parks, footpaths, cycleways, airports and sewerage. The RCSF sought to 

improve community access to services, address remoteness and attract and retain 

regional employees (e.g., the Royal Flying Doctor Services). Finally, the RIHF 

supported large-scale strategic regional infrastructure considered of strategic value to 

the state and included revitalising hospitals and major town centres. Due to the lack of 

available data on the RCSF and RIHF, the paper will focus on the CLGF. 
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The R4R program included a range of sub-programs, which evolved over time 

due to changes in political priorities and economic conditions. In the early stages of the 

R4R program, the Pilbara Cities initiative was quite prominent, particularly as it 

responded to the significant economic growth pressures in the mining-dominated 

Pilbara region during boom conditions. The initiative, launched in 2009, sought to 

‘transform the region by creating modern high-density centres, supported by all the 

facilities enjoyed in other Australian cities’ (Barnett & Grylls, 2009). In 2012, the 

SuperTowns program was initiated partly in response to concerns that the R4R program 

was not delivering any benefits in the southern parts of the state (Grylls, 2012). The 

SuperTowns initiative enabled more focused expenditure throughout the state’s 

southern regions. It sought to target more investment to nine sub-regional centres 

considered to have demonstrated growth potential (Department of Regional 

Development, 2015). 

The scale of the R4R program dwarfed previous investment by the state 

government. Assessments differ, but it is estimated that more than A$4 billion was 

allocated in the state budget from 2008–2009 to 2013–14, including the CLGF 

allocation of A$543 million (over the five years) (Daley & Lancy, 2011). To understand 

the significance of this change, it is important to note that the allocations preceding the 

program were unsubstantial; estimates suggest the dedicated expenditure on regional 

development programs was around A$161 million from 2000–2008 (Van Staden & 

Haslam McKenzie, 2019b). 

8.5 Royalties for Regions—Employment Growth and the Regional 

Grants Scheme 

In relation to the employment creation aspect of the R4R program, the Regional 

Grant Scheme is of importance. The government announced the Scheme in 2009 as part 

of the R4R program. According to the government, the scheme aims ‘to improve 
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economic and community infrastructure and services in regional WA. The grants were 

for community, public and private organisations to fund projects that attract investment 

and increase jobs as well as improve the quality of life in the regions’ (Department of 

Regional Development and Lands, 2009, p. 22). The scheme seeks to create increased 

employment opportunities, among its many other objectives. A review of the program’s 

progress reports (2009–2015) indicated that a total of around A$123 million was spent 

on the grant (excluding the Peel region). Figure 8.6 indicates the expenditure per region. 

To provide some context on the scale of expenditure, the Gascoyne region had a 

population of slightly less than 10,000 residents in 2016; the per capita funds 

expenditure by the scheme was approximately A$1,700 over the entire five years. 

Clearly, the government allocated significant resources to drive employment in these 

regions. 

Figure 8.6 

Regional Grant Scheme—Cumulative Funds 2009–2015 by Region 

 
Source: Department of Regional Development and Lands (2009–2015). 

 

8.6 Previous Assessments of the Royalty for Regions Program 

In 2009, the WA Auditor-General undertook a preliminary audit of the R4R 

program. The audit (WA Auditor-General, 2009, p. 4) identified the need for an 

evaluation framework. A subsequent audit in 2010, which focused on the CLGF, found 
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that the fund’s guidelines were inadequate concerning reporting on progress and that the 

guidelines were unclear as to how local governments could apply these funds (WA 

Auditor-General, 2010). 

In 2011, the Grattan Institute prepared a report comparing various regional 

development approaches throughout the Australian Commonwealth. The Institute 

subsequently observed significant risks associated with the R4R program, and that 

‘government-driven economic development programs are unlikely to accelerate growth 

of slow-growing regions’ and that, unless the population of an area ‘starts to grow 

rapidly anyway, it is unlikely that additional government funding will accelerate 

growth’ (Daley & Lancy, 2011, p. 47). Specifically, the report observed how most 

population growth in the state would be in non-mining regions around Perth, and the 

south-west coast, which received (at the time) limited R4R funding. 

In early 2014, the Department of Regional Development employed an external 

third party to undertake a survey to understand the impact of the R4R program. The 

survey focused on R4R projects, inviting 291 project managers to report on 415 

projects. The survey had a reasonably low participation rate, with only 45 completed 

surveys received. Regardless, the survey presented its findings, largely qualitative in 

nature (URS Australia, 2014). The authors acknowledged that a comprehensive 

assessment of the ‘cumulative effect of the program … would require an immense 

effort’ and that, subsequently, the survey focused on funding recipients’ ‘views and 

opinions on what the impact of the Royalties for Regions program has been’ (URS 

Australia, 2014, p. 8). In practical terms, this essentially meant that the survey gauged 

the opinion of funding beneficiaries rather than objectively assessing the overall impact 

of the program. Needless to say, the perceptions of grants recipients were likely biased 

in favour of the perceived positive impact of the program. 
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Following the URS survey, the government released its ‘Understanding the 

Impact of Royalties for Regions’ report (Department of Regional Development, 2014). 

The report drew on the findings of the URS survey. As mentioned earlier, the URS 

survey tested the sentiment around the R4R program and the success of implementing 

discrete projects without assessing its ultimate success about its defined outcomes. 

Concerning town revitalisation, the report notes that town centre infrastructure has 

encouraged local businesses to enhance their offerings and that, in the case of Newman 

(East Pilbara region), for example, ‘people are anecdotally staying in the town centre 

longer due to the provision of shaded parking and public art’ (Department of Regional 

Development, 2014, p. 11). Again, the report excluded any quantitative measure of 

high-level outcomes. In June 2014, at roughly the same time as the Department of 

Regional Development’s report, the Auditor-General released its ‘Royalties for 

Regions—Are benefits being realised?’ report. This report observed that ‘while it is 

evident that R4R is delivering infrastructure and services to the regions, the outcomes 

and benefits these projects intended to deliver were not always clear’ and that ‘project 

evaluations were focusing on what had been done rather than on whether the desired 

outcomes were achieved’ (WA Auditor-General, 2014, p. 4). 

In 2017, the McGowan Labor Government came into power. The government 

subsequently launched an investigation into what it considered the poorly managed 

spending of the preceding Barnett Liberal Government. The resultant Langoulant 

Report found, in relation to the R4R program, that ‘there was no properly defined 

strategy for the entire program. There were policy objectives, but priorities have never 

been clear, and it was not possible to measure success. Therefore, it became easy to 

justify any project’ (Langoulant, 2018, p. 12). The report also critiqued the program’s 

lack of overall strategy and referred to it as an ‘example of policy development on the 

run’ (Langoulant, 2018, p. 73). The Langoulant Report also confirmed that ‘there have 



162 

been few independent evaluations of projects and programs under the Royalties for 

Regions program…it is difficult to quantify the outcomes that have been delivered from 

the program for regional WA’ (Langoulant, 2018, p. 145). Media reports of the program 

were similarly scathing. In 2017, the media reported the failure of the SuperTowns 

project to stimulate population growth (Walker et al., 2017), and, later, that ‘Royalties 

for Regions created a WA budget black hole’ (Piesse, 2018). The program did not take 

into consideration the declining iron ore price and circumvented conventional Cabinet 

approval processes. Clearly, the program’s success remained unmeasured by any 

objective means, partially due to the lack of a high-level strategy guiding the program. 

8.7 Literature Review 

Not surprisingly, various aspects of the R4R program have been extensively 

analysed. However, the research tended to be either historical, on a high level of 

theoretical abstraction (e.g., the neo-liberal versus interventionist debate), focused on 

specific regions (e.g., Pilbara Cities) or part of a broader regional discussion (such as 

the 2008–2012 mining boom). Van Staden and Haslam McKenzie (2019a) examined 

current regional development trends in WA from a place-based perspective, noting how 

the R4R program represents a departure from the state’s earlier, neo-liberal stance to an 

approach that represented a significant return to interventionism. While the research 

provided valuable insights into the overall philosophy of the R4R program, it did not 

seek further understanding of the program’s success (or not). 

The program has also been analysed within the context of Staples Theory. 

Argent (2013) focused on the Pilbara Cities, an R4R sub-program mentioned earlier, 

within an Innisian Staples Theory perspective, questioning whether it can indeed unlock 

the regional economy in the Pilbara. Similarly, Tonts et al. (2013, p. 372) analysed the 

impact of the program in the Goldfields regions from a staples perspective, concluding 

that the R4R program ‘is enabling the reproduction of staples dependence by 
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reinvesting in the infrastructure, skills and incentives that underpin the production and 

export of raw materials’. 

Ellem and Tonts (2017) also analysed the R4R program from a core–periphery 

perspective, arguing that the program was an explicit attempt to redress the imbalance 

between the metropolitan ‘core’ and the regional ‘periphery’. 

The impact of the R4R program on the administrative management of regions 

has also been explored. Paül and Haslam McKenzie (2015, p. 378) observed the 

increased dependency of Regional Development Commissions on the R4R program, 

and that, in the early years of the program, ‘there were complaints that investments were 

not responding to appropriate strategic goals’. 

Concerning the political aspects of the program, Brueckner et al. (2013, p. 114) 

observed how the program was a counteracting measure to the rapid growth of the 

mining boom in Pilbara, and how the program was perceived to be ‘making funds 

available along political, as opposed to socio-economic lines’. Cleary (2012), in a 

similar vein, noted how the program was perceived to benefit National Party seats. 

Phillimore and McMahon (2015, p. 44) also observed ‘the delivery of R4R provided 

significant extra investment to the WA Nationals’ traditional Wheatbelt heartland in the 

agricultural regions, despite those areas being distant from the mining regions from 

where the royalties are derived’. Van Staden and Haslam McKenzie (2019b) also 

examined the broader socio-economic and political conditions that enabled the 

implementation of the program, concluding that a ‘perfect storm’ of ineffectual regional 

policy, a significant mining boom and perceived rural voter dissatisfaction, among 

others, enabled the WA Nationals to force through the program. 

Some work has been done to more quantitatively assess the success of aspects of 

the program. Plummer et al. (2018, p. 319) recently noted how, using econometric 

analysis, the awarding of SuperTowns (a sub-program of the R4R program) status to 
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Katanning did not restore its earlier development trajectory. Van Staden and Haslam 

McKenzie (2020) undertook a detailed investigation into the program’s success in 

relation to population growth in small local governments, concluding that the program 

did not have demonstrable success in improving population outcomes. 

As the above suggests, while the program has been subject to predominantly 

qualitative investigation, there is scant quantitative research, both from government and 

academia, focusing on the actual impact of the program on its stated objectives, a gap 

this paper seeks to address. 

8.8 Research Methodology 

This section will explain and apply the research methodology. It will start by 

explaining the research assumptions, the conceptual research model, after which it will 

systematically work through the inquiry process. 

Assumptions. 

To present a research model, the research design builds on the following 

assumptions: 

 Through the R4R program, the WA Government is pursuing employment 

creation in regional areas. 

 Government intervention in employment creation will be more visible in 

smaller local governments, given the larger proportional contribution of 

government-driven employment and the more complex nature (social and 

economic) of larger LGAs. 

 Government investment concerning employment creation can be: 

o Direct investment—the provision of services (e.g., education and health) 

that require operational staff on a permanent basis. 
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o Direct investment—government-funded capital projects that directly 

employ people for the duration of projects (e.g., roads, public 

infrastructure). 

o Indirect investment—creating or improving conditions for economic 

activity. For example, improved amenity in city centres to attract visitors 

for the benefit of retailers. 

 For the R4R program to be considered successful, employment trends in the 

sampled local governments should ideally improve and not deteriorate 

significantly after its introduction. 

8.9 Conceptual Model 

In light of the above assumptions, the research seeks to find a correlation 

between R4R program funding and substantial changes in employment patterns in small 

local governments. The research comprises five key steps: 

1. Identify the relevant small local governments for analysis (i.e., fewer than 

5,000 residents) 

2. Determine whether these local governments were beneficiaries of the R4R 

program and had projects targeting local government amenity (thereby 

confirming public investment) 

3. Assess whether the number of people employed in selected sectors increased 

or decreased. This includes an analysis of ‘all’ employment, ‘Main Street’ 

employment and ‘government-funded’ employment (see Figure 8.7 for an 

indication of the constituent industry sectors) 

4. Assess whether employment levels preceding the R4R program (measured 

by employment changes from 2006–2011) improved after implementing the 

program in 2008–2009 (measured by employment changes from 2011–2016) 
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5. Assess whether the number of businesses increased or decreased in the 

sampled local governments. 

Figure 8.7 shows the conceptual model of the proposed research. Based on the 

respective Censuses (ABS), employment information is available for 2006, 2011 and 

2016. This data will be analysed for change before, during and after the introduction of 

the R4R program. The research will examine the changes in the ‘all’, ‘Main Street’ and 

‘government-funded’ categories to determine whether there was a positive change from 

2011–2016, compared with 2006–2011. A positive change will be indicative of the 

success of the program. 

All industries will be analysed to provide the broad baseline against which Main 

Street and government-funded categories can be compared. The focus of the research is 

the Main Street industries category, which is analysed to assess whether the investment 

in amenity had any positive impact on those industries most likely to gain from said 

improved town amenity. Government-funded industries are analysed to assess how 

successful the government was in direct employment generation. 

The researchers are aware that some of the largest regional employment 

industries are tied to staples industries and unlikely to be significantly affected by 

government investment in town amenity. For example, mining operations are locality-

based and developed at or close to the source. The quality of the local main street is 

unlikely to affect business decisions to open or close a mine. Similarly, agricultural 

employment will be affected by commodity cycles and prevailing seasonal weather. For 

this reason, the research excludes agriculture and mining from the analysis. 
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Figure 8.7 

Conceptual Model of Research 

 
 

8.10 Step 1: Identify Small Local Government with Fewer Than 5,000 

Residents 

As noted earlier, regional WA in 2008 (excluding the Perth metropolitan region) 

had an approximate population of 520,000, serviced by around 100 local governments. 

Most of these local governments have fewer than 5,000 residents (see Figure 8.8). As 

explained previously, the research focuses on LGAs with populations fewer than 5,000, 

given that these LGAs will likely have limited externalities affecting their employment 

trends, compared with larger centres. In 2008, there were 82 regional local governments 

with fewer than 5,000 residents, constituting 60 per cent of the state’s LGAs, while only 

making up around six per cent of its population. 
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Figure 8.8 

Breakdown of Local Government Areas 

 
Source: ABS (2017). 

 

8.11 Step 2: Identifying R4R Expenditure on Amenity in Identified 

Small Local Governments 

Step 2 identifies all the local governments that received funds through the R4R 

program. The R4R program expenditure for these local governments focused mainly on 

those projects under the CLGF and those associated with improving amenity (as per the 

RIHF and RCSF funds guidelines). The non-CLGF investment included the Mid-West 

Revitalisation funds, SuperTowns, boating and airport funding. The financial 

information focuses on the period 2008–2012 to allow for the ‘lagging’ benefits of the 

projects. The financial information was sourced from the R4R Annual Performance 

Reports 2008 to 2012 (Department of Regional Development and Lands, 2009, 2010, 

2012a, 2012b). 

It is acknowledged that in the absence of a comprehensive financial reporting 

system (as noted previously), there may be different figures to those presented here. 

However, it should be noted that the funds indicated here express a minimum spent in 

the local governments, as it excluded funding for non-municipal services like health. In 
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reality, it is very likely significantly more funds were spent in these locations. As Figure 

8.9 explains, the amounts used in the research reflects only a proportion of actual 

expenditure. 

Figure 8.9 

The Analysis of R4R Funding Focus on the Country Local Government Fund 

 
 

The analysis of the R4R program expenditure reveals that all 82 local 

governments with populations of 5,000 people or less received R4R funds (Department 

of Regional Development and Lands, 2009, 2010, 2012a, 2012b). An analysis of the 

CLGF, which targeted local amenity, indicates that around A$122,900,000 were spent 

from 2008–2009 to 2011–2012, an average of A$1,500,000 per local government. (This 

figure excludes all other R4R program funds). 

8.12 Step 3: Analysing Trends in Employment Before and After the R4R 

Program 

This step uses ABS Census data (Employment, Income and Education by LGA), 

collected in the 2006, 2011 and 2016 quinquennial Census. The employment trends 

during 2006–2011 (five years), 2011–2016 (five years) and 2006–2016 (10 years) are 

examined and compared to determine whether the R4R program affected employment 

trends since the program’s inception in 2008–2009 (the employment trends during 

2006–2011 are used as the baseline for comparison with the 2011–2016 period). As 
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indicated in the previous section, all 82 local governments with fewer than 5,000 

residents are included in the sample, as they all received substantial R4R program 

funding regardless of their regional location. 

From 2006 to 2016, the total employment in the sample decreased both 

proportionally and in actual numbers (see Figure 8.10). The biggest decline was from 

2011 (46%) to 2016 (43%), after the R4R program was implemented. (WA experienced 

a once-in-a-lifetime resources boom from around 2006 to 2014. However, none of the 

sampled local governments are in the Pilbara region, the epicentre of the resource 

boom). Across the selected local governments, peak employment and highest 

population growth appear to have taken place from 2006 to 2011. 

Figure 8.10 

Change in Employment from 2006 to 2016 in Selected LGAs 

 
Source: ABS (2006, 2011, 2016). 

 

An analysis of the employment in the respective key industries (see Figure 8.11) 

also reveals that most industries experienced a decline from 2011 to 2016, the most 

significant being the reduction in Mining, Manufacturing and Construction. (These 

industries grew between 2006 and 2011). Employment in Agriculture, Forestry and 

Fishing, the largest employment sector, declined significantly from 2006. Given the 

focus of the R4R program on increasing amenity and attractiveness and thereby 
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developing Main Street businesses, it is worth noting that the total employment in 

Retail, Wholesale Trade, Accommodation and Food Services all declined from 2011–

2016. Interestingly, employment in sectors associated with public services had largely 

poor results, with only Health Care and Social Assistance showing an increase over the 

entire period. 

Figure 8.11 

Change in Key Industries from 2006 to 2016 

 
Source: ABS (2006, 2011, 2016). 

 

While the preceding section focused on the aggregated trends across the selected 

local governments, the following section focuses on changes in the respective local 

governments. Figures 8.12–8.20 show the number of local governments in the sample 

where employment increased, or decreased, over 2006–2011, 2006–2016 and 2011–

2016 for employment classifications (all, Main Street and government-funded). The 

analysis also examines whether the growth during the first five years of analysis (2006–

2011) exceeded the growth during the second period (2011–2016). 

8.12.1 All Industries 

As indicated in Figure 8.12, from 2006 to 2016, employment in all industries 

remained largely unchanged (124 jobs; less than a percentage change from 2006–2016). 

During the 2006–2011 period (3,705; 6.8%), employment gains were reversed during 

2011–2016 (–3,829 jobs). 
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Figure 8.12 

Employment Trends—‘All’ Industries 

 
Source: ABS (2006, 2011, 2016). 

 

As Figure 8.13 indicates, there was a substantial downturn in employment 

growth from 2006–2011 to 2011–2016. From 2006 to 2011, more than a third of local 

governments (31; 38%) experienced significant employment growth, while 22 (27%) 

remained stable and 29 (35%) experienced significant employment decreases. During 

2011–2016, the number of local governments with increased employment dwindled to 

11 (13%), while the local governments where employment decreased was significantly 

higher than the preceding period (36; 44%). 

Figure 8.13 

Employment Trends in ‘All’ Industries by Local Government 

 
Source: ABS (2006, 2011, 2016). 

 

Further analysis (Figure 8.14) indicates that, of the 31 local governments that 

had increased employment during 2006–2011, only seven (23%) had further increased 
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employment from 2011–2016, while the majority (17; 55%) experienced decreased 

employment. The local governments with stable employment and those with decreased 

employment (2006–2011) had similar trends; employment increased in a very small 

number of local governments (9% (2) and 7% (2), respectively). Overall, the data 

suggest that poor employment growth during 2011–2016 was not limited to only the 

stable and declining local governments, but also those with substantial growth from 

2006–2011. 

Figure 8.14 

Employment Trends—Detailed Breakdown of 2006–2011 Categories for ‘All’ Industries 

 
Source: ABS (2006, 2011, 2016). 
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8.12.2 Main Street Industries 

As indicated in Figure 8.15, from 2006–2016, employment in Main Street 

industries remained largely unchanged (–41 jobs; less than a percentage change from 

2006–2016). Similar to employment in all industries, employment gains during the 

2006–2011 period (708; 8 per cent) were eroded during 2011–2016 (–749 jobs). 

Figure 8.15 

Employment Trends— ‘Main Street’ Industries 

 
Source: ABS (2006, 2011, 2016). 

 

During 2006–2011, employment in Main Street industries increased in half the 

sampled local governments (41), substantially more than in all industries. During this 

period, employment in Main Street industries remained stable in 15 (18%) local 

governments and declined in 26 (32%). As Figure 8.16 illustrates, there was a complete 

reversal from 2011–2016. The number of local governments where employment in 

Main Street industries declined grew to 49 (60 per cent), while employment growth was 

limited to 17 (21%). This suggests an employment outcome contrary to the objectives of 

the increased government intervention at the time. 
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Figure 8.16 

Employment Trends in ‘Main Street’ Industries by Local Government 

 
Source: ABS (2006, 2011, 2016). 

 

As Figure 8.16 indicated, from the 41 local governments where employment 

grew between 2006–2011, only seven (17%) experienced further employment growth 

from 2011–2016, while the majority declined (28; 68%). The negative trend also 

applied to the local governments where employment was stable during 2006–2011; only 

one (7%) of the 15 stable local governments increased employment in these sectors 

from 2011–2016, while nine (60%) declined. Both Figures 8.16 and 8.17 suggest a more 

pronounced (adverse) change in fortunes for Main Street industries when compared 

with all industries. 
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Figure 8.17 

Employment Trends—Detailed Breakdown of 2006–2011 Categories for ‘Main Street’ 

Industries 

 
Source: ABS (2006, 2011, 2016). 

 

8.12.3 Government-Funded Industries 

As indicated in Figure 8.18, from 2006 to 2016, employment in government-

funded industries increased (545 jobs; 4.7%). The most substantial increase occurred 

from 2006–2011 (889 jobs; 8%), and subsequent employment losses (–344; –3%) 

during 2011–2016 were, fortunately, insufficient to erase earlier employment gains. 

This contrasts with the trends in all and Main Street industries. 
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Figure 8.18 

Employment Trends— ‘Government-Funded’ Industries 

 
Source: ABS (2006, 2011, 2016). 

 

During 2006–2011, employment increased in more than half the sampled local 

governments (45; 55%) and declined in only 12 (15%). In the following period (2011–

2016), the local governments with employment growth in the 2006–2011 period 

decreased substantially to only 20 (24%) while those with decreases rose to 33 (40%). 

Figure 8.19 

Employment Trends— ‘Government-Funded’ Industries 

 
Source: ABS (2006, 2011, 2016). 

 

A subsequent comparison between the 2006–2011 and 2011–2016 periods 

reveals that government-funded industries also contracted during 2011–2016, although 

not at the same scale as all or Main Street industries. From the 45 local governments 

that increased from 2006–2011, more than half increased or remained stable in the 
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subsequent period. This pattern was similar for the local governments that were stable 

from 2006–2011. Even in those local governments where employment decreased during 

2006–2011, at least half remained stable or increased during 2011–2016. This finding is 

rather unsurprising, given the scale of investment in public services in the regions. 

Figure 8.20 

Change in Employment by Sampled Local Government—‘Government-Funded’ 

Industries 

 
Source: ABS (2006, 2011, 2016). 

 

8.13 Comparison of All, Main Street and Government-Funded 

Industries 

To investigate further whether the R4R program positively impacted 

employment, it is important to compare the different categories described above. Figure 
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8.21 compares the different categories’ decreases over 2006–2011 and 2011–2016. The 

Main Street industries category stands out, as it exhibits both the largest decline from 

2006–2011 (32%) to 2011–2016 (61%), as well as the largest comparative decline in 

2011–2016 (compared to all industries and government-funded industries). Main Street 

industries was also the only category in which more than half the sampled local 

governments (61%) experienced a decline in employment from 2011–2016. This 

substantial decline does raise the question of whether the strategy to use improved 

amenity as an employment driver was successful. 

Figure 8.21 

Comparison Between ‘All’, ‘Main Street’ and ‘Government-Funded’ Industries—

Decrease in Employment 

 
Source: ABS (2006, 2011, 2016). 

 

It is important to note that none of the examined industry categories maintained 

growth momentum from 2006 to 2016. As Figure 8.22 indicates, the decline across all 

three categories was substantial, and only around 10% of local governments could 

maintain positive employment growth over 2006–2011 and 2011–2016. 
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Figure 8.22 

Comparison Between ‘All’, ‘Main Street’ and ‘Government-Funded’ Industries—Local 

Governments with Increase in Employment 

 
Source: ABS (2006, 2011, 2016). 

 

8.14 Key Findings 

The research suggests a substantial change in fortunes from Period 1 (2006–

2011) to Period 2 (2011–2016). The above analysis revealed the following key findings 

concerning the sampled local governments: 

 From 2006 to 2016, employment in all and Main Street categories remained 

largely unchanged while increasing in the government-funded category. 

 Main Street industries had the most substantial change of fortune from 

2006–2011 to 2011–2016. Over 2006–2011, half of the sampled local 

governments had increased employment in Main Street industries. From 

2011–2016 the number of sampled local governments with decreased 

employment in those sectors exceeded 60 per cent, and those where 

employment increased was only 17 (21%). 

 Government-funded industries was the only category that maintained 

increased employment in half the sampled local governments over the entire 

study period (2006–2016), compared with only a quarter for all industries. 

 Across all the categories, the number of sampled local governments with 

increased employment decreased substantially after 2011. 
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8.15 Discussion 

Employment trends and patterns are complex and affected by local, regional, 

state and global economic conditions. Therefore, it is understandable that one should 

not consider these figures and findings presented in this paper in isolation. However, 

Plummer et al. (2014) noted that employment data provide a comparable measure of 

economic performance over time and place and are often used to measure success in 

Australian regional policy. 

The research findings suggest that the attempt to facilitate employment growth 

in Main Street industries through improved amenity (i.e., indirectly) was unsuccessful, 

compared with the overall employment trends and direct employment generation 

through expanded service delivery (government-funded industries). In light of this, it is 

worthwhile to reflect briefly on agriculture, the consolidation trend of regional towns 

and alternatives to amenity-led growth. 

The decline in Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing, a major employment sector in 

regional areas, suggests that re-thinking the government’s approach to employment 

generation would be worthwhile. The decline in employment in these industries is a 

long-standing structural economic issue related to farm agglomeration, automation and 

mechanisation (Tonts & Jones, 1997). It is highly unlikely that even substantial 

improvements in the amenity of small towns will have any effect. However, 

contrastingly, the decline of agriculture as an employer (in many cases, agricultural 

industries are the lifeblood for the majority of the sampled local governments) most 

certainly affect Main Street industries adversely. 

Urban conglomeration and consolidation trends also affect the success of 

regional policy. The Australian Productivity Commission (2017, pp. 19–20) noted that 

‘retail, banking and finance, machinery repairs, professional services, education, health 

and cultural activities have consolidated to larger regional towns and centres’ because 
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there is ‘greater amenity associated with larger regional centres as well as access to a 

wider range of services (including schools, aged care services, hospitals and 

universities)’. The data presented in the research support this consolidation trend; the 

average population size of the local governments where Main Street industries increased 

from 2011 to 2016 was 2,045 (2016 population) compared with 1,276, where there was 

no increase. Regarding a regional policy response, it is questionable if increased 

amenity in small towns can counter regional consolidation trends. 

Powe (2018) notes that ‘amenity’ towns are quite rare regarding the pro-amenity 

view of most regional development approaches. Indeed, most small towns are not suited 

for amenity-led strategies. These strategies are essentially ‘leisure-based efforts which 

build on the conservation of heritage buildings and/or are based on a leisure-oriented 

theme around perhaps counter-culture ideas, specialist independent retail, local food 

and/or creative art and culture’ (Powe, 2018, p. 125). Powe argues that the focus should 

be on alternative strategies focusing on business in non-amenity sectors and growing the 

demand and supply of local business offerings (services and products). The emphasis 

really is expanding existing industries rather than (artificially) developing a local 

economy around amenity. 

Rather unsurprisingly, the one area of success in employment generation appears 

to be the direct investment in employment. The research findings indicate that over the 

measurement period, those sectors associated with public sector employment 

(government-funded) increased over 2006–16. These employment sectors remain 

largely disconnected from the fortunes of their local economies, as they are bankrolled 

from Perth and will likely remain growth areas for employment as long as the 

government seeks to improve and maintain regional services. 

Consistent with the research findings in this paper, the state government became 

increasingly aware of the limited impact of the R4R program in meeting some of its key 
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objectives. As far back as 2016, then Liberal Premier, Colin Barnett, noted that the R4R 

program fund would be redirected away from community and sporting groups to 

‘greater emphasis on economic development and the job creation that goes with it’ 

(Paddenburg, 2016). Similarly, the current Minister for Regional Development noted 

that ‘funds will be “re-prioritized” for genuine job and infrastructure programs such as 

solar power schemes rather than spending on small town recreational centers’ (Butterly, 

2017a). As an example, the Minister also referred to the example of Katanning in this 

respect, noting that ‘despite having already received $24 million in Super Town funding 

for street revitalisation and new shire buildings, the population of Katanning had 

declined by 0.5 per cent between 2011 to 2016’ (Butterly, 2017b). 

In light of the research findings, one has to question whether the R4R 

investment indeed enabled local economic growth through employment. If one 

considers the program’s fundamental premise that increased amenity will lead to 

economic growth, one cannot, objectively, consider it successful. 

8.16 Conclusion 

The R4R program has been a significant part of regional development in WA 

since its inception in 2008. Under the program’s auspices, the government redirected 

billions of dollars to regional communities throughout the state. Given its scale and 

political prominence, the program has been subject to various reviews, albeit mostly 

qualitative, with mixed findings of its efficacy. The research presented in this paper 

suggests that the program has seen limited success in its job creation claims. Following 

a detailed examination of employment data from 2006 to 2016, the research found that 

the R4R program had little positive impact, through its targeted expenditure on amenity, 

on the growth of Main Street employment in small local governments. The research 

raises the question about how the current program targets regional job creation—it 

suggests that regional policy should place more emphasis on the structural economic 
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issues facing regional communities, particularly around its primary industries, as well as 

considering non-amenity–based development strategies. It is hoped that, ultimately, a 

review of this research will prompt policymakers to rethink and redirect the significant 

resources of the R4R program to ensure enduring economic benefits are realised. 

Finally, the research does not claim that there have not been significant benefits 

delivered to regional communities—benefits to existing residents have been well 

documented. It is acknowledged that, based on other metrics apart from those used in 

this paper, the program could be seen to be successful.   
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Chapter 9: Discussion 

9.1 Introduction 

State intervention through investment has always been a contentious issue, 

particularly in the regional development field. Since the 1980s, governments have 

increasingly pursued neo-liberalism as a fundamental economic philosophy, seeking to 

reduce risk by limiting government intervention and protections through a combination 

of deregulation and decreased service delivery (Pick et al., 2008). However, government 

policies change depending upon market externalities, political and electoral 

considerations and social expectations. 

The preceding chapters have examined, in detail, how the WA Government’s 

approach to regional development made a profound return to state interventionism, in 

stark contrast with global trends in the field. Globally, First World governments are 

increasingly leaving regions to fend for themselves. The argument is that regions should 

largely be left to (metaphorically) sink, or, preferably, swim on their own, to be truly 

sustainable. 

A once-in-a-lifetime economic boom (which started around 2001 and was driven 

by unprecedented Asian resource demand) and a fortuitous state election result enabled 

the WA Government to secure, in perpetuity (through the Royalties for Regions Act), a 

substantial financial war chest to develop its regional towns and cities. It could be 

argued that the per capita expenditure on regional residents in WA is unparalleled on a 

global scale, given that 25 per cent of iron ore royalties is targeted at less than one 

million Western Australians. For example, iron ore royalties raised A$7.8 billion in 

2020 (Department of Jobs Tourism Science and Innovation, 2020). 

Yet, despite all the resources directed at regional local governments and 

development stakeholders, there is little evidence that the R4R program has succeeded 
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in achieving some of its most important aspirations, namely a stable or growing regional 

population and enabling local economic growth through improved amenity. As 

discussed throughout this dissertation, the R4R program has not been subjected to 

rigorous quantitative analysis of its efficacy over its duration. This has left a substantial 

gap for policymakers to evaluate the policy’s success objectively, and it is this gap that 

the research has sought to explore. 

The research found that particularly in smaller local governments (representative 

of most regional local governments—82 of 107 non-metropolitan local governments), 

the substantial, persistent investment of R4R funds over the last decade did not manage 

to turn the tide on regional population and economic stagnation in those LGAs. The 

research illustrated how the actual population change in small regional local 

governments did not show a substantial positive deviation from their projected growth 

over a decade. The research found that in local governments with fewer than 5,000 

residents, over two-thirds (71%) had poorer population outcomes than projected. 

Following that, the research continued its investigation into employment 

outcomes in the same sample of local governments. Chapter 8 investigated the change 

in employment in all the employment industries categories (all industries), those 

associated with main street business, such as retail and accommodation (Main Street 

industries) and those associated with government funding, such as health and education 

(government-funded industries). The research concluded that employment in Main 

Street industries remained constant throughout 2006–2011 but declined from 2011–

2016, the period of impact of the R4R program and that the total employment in 

government-funded industries increased from 2006 to 2016. These findings raise serious 

questions for leaders and policymakers regarding the responsible use of public monies 

and the best use of resources, particularly given the scale of the resources encapsulated 
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by the R4R program. We discuss some of these issues, considered the most significant, 

below. 

9.2 The Broader Picture 

In the current regional development policy environment, it is questionable 

whether policy and decision-makers consider the significance of the broader socio-

economic, cultural and political context in which regions operate and exist. These are, in 

fact, the overall drivers of change for WA’s small regional communities that are more 

often than not victims or beneficiaries of global commodity cycles. 

The need to consider the broader regional development context is clear when 

examining the regional Investment Blueprints, prepared by the Regional Development 

Commissions circa 2014–2016. The need for these frameworks was identified as part of 

a review of the functions and responsibilities of the state’s Regional Development 

Commissions (Government of WA, 2011). In 2015, the government undertook a review 

of the Blueprints to improve their quality and robustness (ACIL Allen Consulting, 

2015). The review found that, while export commodities (agricultural, mining and 

energy) were considered fundamental structural components of the regions’ economies, 

it was not clear whether the Investment Blueprints considered the global supply 

responses to these commodities. Analyses were ‘largely internal to each region, with 

less emphasis on other external global supply capacity’ (ACIL Allen Consulting, 2015, 

p. 21). In an export commodity-driven economy like WA, knowledge of global 

commodity trends is essential to guide forward planning. 

As examined in detail in preceding chapters, there appears to be a simplistic 

presumption that regional towns and cities will be more likely to grow if they are more 

attractive, with high levels of amenity, almost regardless of the broader economic and 

social context of the affected localities. This line of argument does not adequately 
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consider the economic, social and locational issues of the regions, some of the key ones 

that include: 

 Structural economic, social and location issues 

 Work practices. 

9.2.1 Structural issues 

While it is accepted that mining and agriculture are the predominant industries 

in the regions, there seems to be little engagement on the strategic issues driving change 

in these industries, such as the increasingly capital-intensive nature of both agriculture 

and mining and the commensurate decline of employment opportunities. Similarly, 

global change drivers are considered issues of state development rather than regional 

issues (which is ironic considering the resource-biased economy of the Pilbara region). 

From the 1970s onwards, the increasing exposure of Australian production to 

global markets and the subsequent global surplus of farm commodities, particularly 

wool and wheat, drove prices downwards and reduced farm incomes. These depressed 

prices remained for the next three decades and, coupled with increased input costs and 

production intensification, resulted in an increasing number of unviable (generally 

smaller) wheat, sheep and beef farms (Tonts, 1999). Successive federal and state 

governments’ efforts to improve economic competitiveness and efficiency (pursued 

through dismantling the industries’ protection from international competition) 

exacerbated Australian farmers’ worsening conditions (Tonts, 1999). 

The agricultural sector progressively mechanised and consolidated in WA 

(Tonts & Jones, 1997), with no evidence of contrary trends in the future. Current 

experts in agriculture predict a higher rate of mechanisation, automation and use of 

information technologies, chasing increased productivity in an increasingly globally 

competitive marketplace (Productivity Commission, 2017). While there is an increased 

awareness of the over-dependence of regions on agriculture (Great Southern 
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Development Commission, 2015), there also appears to be a belief that the jobs lost due 

to agricultural mechanisation will be replaced by (predominantly) service jobs in the 

regions. However, this is highly unlikely considering agriculture is the raison d’être for 

most small WA towns with populations too small to sustain or grow a vibrant service 

sector. 

The Australian Productivity Commission provides interesting comments in this 

regard, noting that, when compared across the broader economy, agricultural and 

pastoral regions have lower rates of employment growth and that ‘long-term 

improvements in the productivity of agriculture have enabled increased production with 

fewer workers’ (Productivity Commission, 2017, p. 13). Importantly, the Commission 

also notes that, from a settlement perspective, agricultural regions have experienced 

substantial consolidation of small towns into larger regional centres. Figure 9.1, for 

example, shows the growth in regional LGAs with populations larger than 10,000 

(21%) compared with those with less than 10,000 (1%). The larger centre’s growth 

substantially outpaced that of the smaller local governments. 

Figure 9.1 

Growth in Local Governments from 2006 to 2016 

 
Source: ABS (2017). 

 

Like agriculture, the mining industry is driving its productivity growth through 

increased mechanisation and automation processes (Garnett, 2012). Remote operations, 
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in particular, are a new threat to regional communities, which may soon lose their local 

operations centres to Perth, or potentially, an out-of-state service provider. WA mining 

giants BHP, Fortescue Mining Group and Rio Tinto have embarked on extensive 

programs to develop remote operation capacity from Perth, further reducing regional 

employment benefits. BHP has recently initiated a new travel arrangement, ‘RiRo’ 

(Remote-in; Remote-out), due to the recent COVID-19 travel restrictions (Zhou, 2020). 

This new approach allows BHP engineers and operators to experience field conditions 

in real-time and enables them to provide detailed technical support from (in this 

instance) Perth. While BHP management states that these productivity improvements 

were made in response to COVID-19, it is very likely to be kept in place even after the 

global pandemic has abated, particularly if it has any cost or productivity benefit. 

As discussed earlier, the improvement of amenity to drive growth in towns is 

built on the presumption that it will support the growth of service-oriented industries 

(which tend to be labour-intensive), thereby enabling local growth and prosperity. 

However, these industries are not the panacea policymakers often consider them to be. 

The Productivity Commission notes that these services tend to consolidate to larger 

regional towns and centres, ‘driven by productivity, technological change, demography, 

personal choices and increasingly connected regions through trade in services’ 

(Productivity Commission, 2017, pp. 19–20). In the context of increased online trade 

and service transactions, this trend will very likely be counter to maintaining services in 

smaller locales. Similarly, there must be an existing level of amenity (e.g., high-quality 

natural environment) for amenity driven growth to be successful. Given the breadth and 

width of WA, there are areas with more potential for amenity driven growth, which 

should be pursued where feasible. For example, the state’s South West and Great 

Southern regions have competitive levels of natural amenity and an existing tourism and 
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hospitality ecosystem linked to its mature agriculture sector, which is a sound 

foundation to drive amenity-based growth (ACIL Allen Consulting, 2015, p. 50). 

9.2.2 Work practices affecting the regions 

Another policy issue related to the broader context in which the state’s regional 

development unfolds is the prevalence of FIFO work practices. Due to the vast 

distances and harsh inland conditions, mining and resource companies prefer to fly 

workers into remote locations. The argument is often made that regional towns do not 

have a comparable level of amenity. Amenity here refers to more than the aesthetic—it 

refers to services (e.g., health and education), adequate commercial opportunities and 

lifestyle choices, et cetera, when compared with larger metropolitan areas, to attract and 

retain high-in-demand mining and resource workers. 

There has been extensive research (Storey, 2001; Torkington, Larkings & Gupta, 

2011) undertaken on the (largely negative) impacts of FIFO work practices on regional 

communities. However, there is no policy direction on this matter. In 2013, through the 

Standing Committee on Regional Development, the federal government undertook its 

inquiry into FIFO practices, named ‘Cancer of the bush or salvation for our cities? Fly-

in, fly-out and drive-in, drive-out [DIDO] workforce practices in Regional Australia’. 

The enquiry found that: 

Despite the rapid increase in FIFO/DIDO workers in Australia and the impact 

the practice is having on regional communities, state and federal governments 

and some companies appear to be oblivious to the damage that it is causing to 

the lives of regional people, FIFO/DIDO workers and their families. (House of 

Representatives Standing Committee on Regional Australia, 2013, p. viii) 

The federal government’s response (2015) to the enquiry was muted, with the 

government largely conceding that: 
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These work practices are a legitimate way for employers to meet their skills 

needs, particularly in remote locations. The government also acknowledges that 

FIFO work is preferable for some employees in a range of industries. However, 

it is important to note that those arrangements have unique impacts on local 

communities (Australian Government, 2015). 

Most recommendations were dutifully ‘noted’, while new governance models 

for remote areas and extra resources to help local government and small businesses 

manage the demands of the resources sector were rejected. 

Also in 2015, the WA Government undertook an inquiry on the impact of FIFO 

and mental health (Parliament of WA, 2015). The discussion paper, which preceded the 

report, noted, ‘it is clear that FIFO work practices will remain a feature of the Western 

Australian employment landscape into the future. There was very little indication, based 

upon the submissions made to the inquiry, of an appetite to end FIFO’ (Parliament of 

WA, 2014, p. 8). While the state recognises the impact of FIFO practice (the state 

government launched a new FIFO mental Health Code in 2019), it still does not express 

a firm view on its desirability. It is not the purpose of this section to question whether or 

not FIFO should be supported or not. The preceding discussion only seeks to note that, 

regardless of the government’s view of FIFO, the implications of FIFO should be 

thoroughly considered in regional planning. Clearly, when a work practice ecosystem is 

developed around FIFO, local communities will find it very hard to compete with the 

amenity of larger centres and those centres with less harsh climates. These realities need 

to be at the forefront of regional planning and not (as is often the case) relegated to a 

paragraph in a regional planning report. The following case study underscores the 

complexity and competing factors presented by FIFO for regional development. 
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Case study 

Newman, a mining town in the WA’s resource-rich northern Pilbara region, is 

an example of decision- and policymakers turning a blind eye to the broader social, 

economic and geographic context in its regional planning approaches. Newman is 

located approximately 1,600 kilometres north-east of Perth and more than 500km from 

the coast. The closest neighbouring town (Tom Price) is more than 200 kilometres 

away). In 1968, Mount Newman Mining established Newman to accommodate its 

mining workers. Presently, the town serves as mining giant BHP’s regional service hub. 

While BHP developed Newman as a privately owned mining town, it has been in the 

process of normalisation (being transferred to a local government) since 1965 (WAPC, 

2012a). 

As part of the Pilbara Cities initiative, Newman was envisaged to grow to a 

regional centre of 15,000 people from a resident population of approximately 6,000 

(WAPC, 2012a). The 2012 Pilbara Planning and Infrastructure Framework noted 

‘Newman’s future lies in its role as a sub-regional service and tourism centre’ (WAPC, 

2012a, p. 26). This sentiment is similarly reflected in the 2015 Pilbara Investment 

Blueprint (Pilbara Regional Development Commission, 2015). During this period, 

significant resources (through the R4R program) were channelled into revitalising the 

town. For example, in 2015, around A$40 million was made available to improve the 

public amenity in the town (Redman, 2015a) and, in 2016, A$3.5 million was allocated 

to the East Pilbara Arts Centre (Redman, 2016). Around that time, 87 per cent of 

domestic overnight visitors to the Pilbara were for business purposes and only 7% for 

holidaying, suggesting that conventional tourism could not, objectively, be considered a 

viable development strategy for the town. Yet, despite this evidence, tourism is still 

being flaunted as one of the saving graces for the town post-mining (WAPC, 2012a). 
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Understandably, the local government seeks alternatives to a post-BHP 

environment. However, given that the mining company is the major employer and the 

largest direct and indirect supporter of the town’s economy, it is hard to see how any 

government investment could compete with the business decisions of the mining giant. 

9.3 The Need for Better State and Regional Strategic Planning 

The WA Government delivers and facilitates regional development through the 

combined effort of the Regional Development Commissions and the state government 

department responsible for the regional development portfolio (at the time of writing, 

this is the Department of Primary Industries and Regional Development [DPIRD]). 

Presently, DPIRD is mainly responsible for coordinating and developing major regional 

and cross-regional projects (including large-scale infrastructure), research and grants 

management. The RDCs undertake grant administration, facilitation and regional 

planning. 

In 2008, as explained in Chapter 6, the state government introduced the R4R 

program (Regional Development portfolio), followed by the SuperTowns program 

(Regional Development portfolio) and Regional Planning and Infrastructure 

Frameworks (Regional Planning Portfolio) in 2012. In 2014, the WAPC released its 

State Planning Strategy (SPS), followed by nine regional development Blueprints from 

2014 to 2016 (Regional Development Portfolio). In 2016, the Department of Regional 

Development released its Regional Development Strategy 2016–2025, a high-level 

document with three focus areas and seven broad priorities. 

The 2014 SPS, a comprehensive state-level strategy with strong elements of 

regional development, was the closest that recent government(s) came to an overall, 

state-wide regional development strategy. Importantly, the SPS did provide a 

framework for state-wide planning, including the cascading of planning to sub-

jurisdictional levels (see Figure 9.2). Unfortunately, it appears that said strategy has 
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been gathering dust in government offices across the state since 2015 (the last time the 

strategy was mentioned in a formal government media statement (Redman, 2015b)). 

The Labor government, which came into power in 2017, has not sought to consult or 

even replace the SPS. 

Figure 9.2 

Planning Framework as Per the State Planning Strategy Around 2014 

 
Source: WAPC (2014). 

 

The R4R program effectively became the de facto regional development policy. 

The Pilbara Cities and SuperTowns initiatives, for example, were firmly rooted in the 

R4R program (particularly due to its substantial resources). As these initiatives petered 

out, the R4R objectives increasingly became the primary criteria against which regional 

investment was justified and resourced. While the R4R program spells out some (rather 

crude) regional development objectives for WA, it does not encapsulate any strategy, 

apart from creating funding mechanisms for a vast array of projects aligned around 

broadly defined criteria. Following the state’s 2014 SPS, there has been no attempt to 
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deliver a state-wide development strategy for regional WA. Similarly, the most recent 

regional-scale plans (the Blueprints) were launched over five years ago (2016). 

Presently, WA’s regional development strategy appears to be delivering projects 

(through the R4R program) without an overarching plan or long-term vision for 

settlements. With the above in mind, it could be argued the need for strategy 

coordination across different regions and between different levels of governance (i.e., 

state and regional) is manifest across three interacting dimensions, namely, the need for: 

1. processes that are aligned in time—how a strategy is developed 

(consultation, drafting, endorsement) 

2. similarly structured strategies—the actual way the document is presented 

(i.e., the structure of the contents and use of similar terminology and 

planning approaches) 

3. strategic content that identifies and enables the alignment of opportunities 

across the respective regions—strategies should be comparable and allow 

for the optimisation of synergies. 

The need for aligned processes (1) and structure (2) could be considered as 

operational issues, while the need for content alignment (3) could be considered as a 

strategic issue (see Table 9.1). 
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Table 9.1 

The Need for Regional Development Strategy Coordination 

Strategy 

coordination 

dimension 

Impact on strategy coordination Western Australian 

example 

Processes 

not aligned 
 Largely operational/functional 

impact 

 Alignment of content is not possible 

since information is not available for 

multiple stakeholders at the same 

time 

 Restricts the flow of resources 

(particularly where funding is 

transferred across different levels of 

government) because uncoordinated 

processes do not allow for timely 

access to funding sources 

 

 Geographically adjacent and 

economically interlinked 

Regional Investment 

Blueprints prepared years 

apart 

 No alignment between 

planning and political cycles. 

There is no compulsion on 

newly elected governments to 

undertake strategic planning 

to lead decisions during their 

term in office 

 State-level regional 

development strategy 

published after most regional 

blueprints completed 

Structure 

not aligned  
 Largely operational/functional 

impact 

 The alignment of content across 

different localities on the same level 

of governance is adversely affected 

as the structure affects how content 

is presented and prepared 

 Inconsistent structuring of strategic 

plans across different levels of 

government affects the cascading of 

information between these levels  

 None of the Regional 

Investment Blueprints were 

structured around the same 

themes for action, making it 

near impossible to extract 

programs at state-level, which 

captures regional issues 

 

Content 

not aligned 
 Largely a strategic impact 

 Ability to optimise strategy 

formulation across statutory areas by 

identifying opportunities or emerging 

synergies  

 Since 2015, no current 

overarching strategy or policy 

to offer opportunities for 

alignment or optimising 

synergies across regions and 

levels of government  

 

The following sections examine the issues around process, structure and content 

in detail. 

9.3.1 Process 

Consistent and integrated processes are required to deliver truly aligned  

strategies across different localities and levels of government. In WA, there is scant 

evidence of a strategic and systematic approach to aligning regional planning processes. 
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Figure 9.3 summarises the release of key regional development strategies over 

time concerning the three most recent state elections. As Figure 9.3 indicates, there 

appears to be little ‘rhyme or reason’ to the timing of these regional frameworks and 

blueprints. The Liberal Government (2008–2017) only delivered its first substantial 

regional plan (Planning and Infrastructure Framework) in 2012; then, in short 

succession, it delivered a whole new set of plans in a short period (2014–2016). The 

preparation of these documents was driven by externalities, in this case, the 

development pressures and regional inequalities brought about by the 2008–2012 

mining boom, rather than a commitment to good governance (if there were any 

structured process, one would assume some form of regional planning following the 

ascent of the WA Labor Party in 2017). 

The lack of a coordinated process also affected the degree to which the 

Blueprints, in particular, enabled cross-regional integration. Given that these plans were 

finalised over two years, there was little likelihood that the Blueprints finalised in 2014 

could meaningfully engage with the issues and aspirations of those Blueprints finalised 

two years later. Even those completed in 2016 could only have a one-way interaction 

with the earlier plans (i.e., work with the existing strategic direction in those earlier 

plans) rather than a more meaningful two-way iterative engagement. It is also worth 

mentioning that the directional (state-level) Regional Development Strategy (2016) was 

released after the last set of regional-level plans. 

There are other WA examples and numerous national and international 

jurisdictions with more systematic approaches that the WA Government could adopt for 

regional development planning purposes. For example, the state could consider building 

rigour into the Regional Development Commissions Act concerning regional planning 

processes by incorporating basic planning elements from the state’s local government 

legislation (Local Government Act 1995) and associated regulations (State of WA, 
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2011). These statutory documents provide extensive guidance on the preparation of 

local government plans, while the WA Regional Development Commissions Act 1993 

does not even contain the words ‘plan’, ‘strategy’ or ‘framework’. Adopting some of 

these prescriptions in a statutory framework could enable a more aligned and integrated 

process for regional planning. The Regional Development Commissions are 

functionally and structurally much less complex than local government. Subsequently, 

incorporating more robust planning requirements in the regional development space 

should not be an impossible task. 

Figure 9.3 

Overview of Recent Regional Planning Initiatives and Election Cycles 

 
 

9.3.2 Structure 

At present, there is no compulsion to standardise regional development planning 

products across WA. The 2015 Review of the Regional Blueprints noted: 

At the commencement of the Blueprint exercise, there was some absence of a 

clearly articulated outline or template of how a Blueprint was to be prepared and 

what it was to contain. The overriding view from the development commissions 

is that this absence of guidance did make Blueprint formulation a difficult task, 

at least initially. 
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The outcome has been a collection of Blueprints that are similar in overall 

substance but also markedly different in their details. On the one hand, this has 

resulted in Blueprint documents that are unique and proudly owned and 

endorsed by each of the commissions. On the other hand, the outcome has been 

a set of documents that can be very difficult to compare across on a like-for-like 

basis. 

Common elements like comparative advantages have been identified differently 

and to different degrees of detail, as have regional capacities for growth and 

transformational opportunities. Also of note is that Blueprint structures do not 

necessarily align easily with government portfolios, and this may add to the 

challenge of embedding the Blueprints into government structures and decision-

making processes. (ACIL Allen Consulting, 2015, p. 19) 

The lack of a guiding framework for structuring regional plans remains an issue. 

As mentioned in the previous section, the statutory instrument that regional government 

planning—Regional Development Commissions Act 1993—could be amended to 

provide a robust framework to address those concerns noted in the 2015 review. Ideally, 

the government could collaborate with regional development professionals and 

academia to determine the structure of these regional plans (e.g., Should they include 

regional key performance indicators? What would annual reviews look like? What 

would the planning horizon be?). To ensure compliance, these requirements should, 

preferably, be made statutory through regulation or legislation. 

Recently, the WA Regional Development Trust made substantial progress in 

aligning strategic planning by working with the Regional Development Commissions to 

agree on five Regional Development Strategic Themes (WA Regional Development 

Trust, 2020) to guide future strategic planning: 
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1. grow existing, and find and develop new, non-renewable resource and 

related industries 

2. grow existing, and find and develop new, alternative industries 

3. normalise regional living standards 

4. normalise Indigenous economic development: 

5. full involvement of employable and entrepreneurial people into existing 

workplaces 

6. modify workplaces to give full involvement to currently unemployable 

people 

7. organisational excellence. 

While this is certainly a noteworthy step in the right direction, it is uncertain 

whether this will include more structure and direction around planning processes. 

Ideally, one could explore the option of compelling regions to prepare their strategies 

within a set period after an election, thereby ensuring the strategy fits the political 

thinking and discourse of the day. 

9.3.3 Content 

The need for a consistent strategy and strategic planning approach becomes 

evident when examining some of the outcomes of the Regional Development 

Commissions’ Investment Blueprints—in this instance, how the Blueprints dealt with 

population forecasts. Guidance from the then Department of Regional Development 

required the Blueprints to include ‘realistic yet aspirational’ population growth targets 

(ACIL Allen Consulting, 2015, p. 9). Without an overarching guiding framework, the 

respective Blueprints advanced a range of aspirational regional population targets, 

seemingly devoid of consideration of actual population growth drivers in WA and the 

competing aspirations of neighbouring regions. 
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When aggregated, the combined population growth proposed by the regions 

exceeded one million new residents (a 178% increase over 35 years). This seems 

naively inflated, even if one considers that these were indeed aspirational figures (see 

Table 9.2). The ACIL Allen report (ACIL Allen Consulting, 2015, p. 10) observed that 

‘the population projections were not built on solid analytical underpinnings, and … the 

Blueprints tended not to fully identify the sources of job creation that would be required 

to support the stated population projections’. If the state government provided an 

overarching population growth context, regions would have likely applied more rigour 

to their forecasting, perhaps considering and incorporating cross-regional synergies, 

opportunities and limitations. 

Table 9.2 

Population Growth Aspirations in the Regions Investment Blueprints 

Region Population at date 

of report 

Aspirational 

population in 

report 

Target year  Percentage 

increase 

Pilbara 65,000 200,000 2050 208% 

Great Southern  59,000 100,000 2040 69% 

Wheatbelt 75,000 180,000 2050 140% 

South West  158,000 500,000 2050 216% 

Gascoyne 10,300 23,000 2050 123% 

Mid West 57,900 190,000 2050 228% 

Peel  128,800 440,000 2050 242% 

Kimberley  37,640 93,000 2036 147% 

Goldfield–Esperance 61,400 87,000 2050 42% 

Total  653,040 1,813,000  178% 

Source: Derived from ACIL Allen Consulting (2015) 

 

The inability to strategically and deeply engage with actual content (i.e., how 

does this phenomena in region X affect region Y?) also affects the state’s and RDCs 

ability to identify and capitalise on functional economic areas instead of only statutory 

administrative areas (as prescribed by the Regional Development Commissions Act). If 

the process and structure coordination requirements were better, the respective RDCs 
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could meaningfully engage in cross-regional planning, which, at present, only manifests 

as cross-regional projects at best. 

There will always be a need for place-based approaches as embodied by the 

Investment Blueprints (refer to Chapter 3). However, there is a place and need for place-

neutral regional development policies and strategies, whose provisions are intended to 

benefit all regions equally. Take regional population settlement as an example; from a 

strategic, state-wide perspective, the state could identify priority migration areas where 

they seek to actively grow the population, based on sound strategic evidence (such as 

comparative and competitive advantage indicators), rather than for political or electoral 

advantage. This is done to some degree on a regional level, but again, a broad state-wide 

approach is lacking. 

Closely related to the above is the issue of monitoring, evaluation and review. 

For any policy, strategy or plan to be successful (or at the very least to be judged 

successful), its outcomes, objectives and deliverables need to be framed against a target 

and associated indicator. Inadequate target-setting, monitoring and evaluation appear to 

be a systemic issue across the WA regional development space. This relates to broader 

regional development policy and practice and (more pertinently) to the R4R program 

(given its substantial resource allocation). The publicly available R4R Progress Reports, 

(prepared by the various iterations of the state’s regional development portfolio), are 

comprehensive in listing the numerous projects being funded in the regions. Still, these 

do not answer any questions about whether or not the state was realising its 

developmental outcome and objectives. These reports have not been produced in recent 

years, with the 2015–2016 report being the last published on the agency’s website. 

Overall, regional development in WA could only benefit from a more robust 

(preferably statutory) planning framework, aligning process, structure and content. As 

mentioned, while the WA Regional Development Trust has made substantial gains 
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concerning the structure of future plans, one hopes that this level of alignment expands 

to process integration, thereby ultimately enabling strategic alignment across regions. 

9.4 Statutory Regions Versus Functional Regions 

As noted previously, regional planning in WA is structured along statutory 

regions, defined in the Regional Development Commissions Act 1993 (WA). This 

legislation sets out the machinery (Regional Development Commissions) for driving 

development in clearly defined regions based on local government boundaries (an 

addendum to the Act). This intrinsically limits the state government to examine 

functional economic regions as an alternative to deliver its developmental objectives. 

Functional regions were defined by Karlsson and Ollsonn (cited in Productivity 

Commission, 2017, p. 209) as: 

[A] functional region is an integrated economic system defined by the 

interaction which takes place in its networks, e.g. commuting, communication, 

decision-making and distribution of goods and services. … A functional region 

has a much higher frequency of all types of interactions within its borders than 

with other functional regions. 

Given the state’s vastness, there are limited opportunities to exploit this. 

However, if one considers the peri-metropolitan areas surrounding Perth, there are 

opportunities for strengthening the functional relationships between the city and its 

neighbours. For example, state planning agencies informally consider the Peel region a 

part of the larger metropolitan area and the latter is generally included in metropolitan 

spatial planning (WAPC, 2010). This approach could also be adopted on a sub-regional 

level. For example, the larger Bunbury–Busselton presents an opportunity to develop a 

functional economic sub-region. 
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9.5 Conclusion—Is All of This Worth It? 

The research raises fundamental questions about the efficacy of contemporary 

regional development policy in WA. The case was made that interventionism has failed 

to stem the decline of regional areas. Despite the billions of dollars invested, larger 

economic and societal forces ultimately determined the destiny of the regions. The 

Australian Productivity Commission (2017, p. 20) provides a sombre view: 

There are now fewer people living in some smaller regional towns—a familiar 

story in the history of Australia’s regions. Over the past century, many 

previously thriving regional towns have shrunk … When people and businesses 

leave a regional community to take up opportunities elsewhere, this often 

generates greater value and so increases the overall wellbeing of the Australian 

population. However, such changes can have adverse effects on the people left 

behind, who are likely to be older. Individuals who depart the region are often 

those who played key roles in the community, such as leading local sporting 

clubs and similar organisations. A shrinking of the population can harm a 

community’s social and cultural life and reduce local leadership expertise and 

skills. However, this is not a uniquely Australian phenomenon, with many 

OECD countries experiencing similar trends. It is a trend that cannot (and should 

not) be thwarted.  

The Productivity Commission’s comments raise a more fundamental question 

than ‘how should we be doing regional development?’ Rather, it questions, ‘should we 

do regional development at all?’ This latter question supersedes debates around local 

empowerment versus interventionism and ultimately asks whether governments should 

care at all, given the cost of regional development to overall national wellbeing. While 

this may leave regional development practitioners and policymakers aghast, it is a 
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question that deserves consideration by those who set the state’s direction and those 

who must decide the most prescient investment of public funds.   
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Chapter 10: Conclusion 

10.1 Introduction 

This thesis seeks to understand if the recent return to interventionism in WA has 

borne fruit. As explained in Chapter 1, the research explored whether or not the WA 

Government’s intervention in regional development, through its R4R program, 

delivered improved population and employment outcomes in the state’s non-

metropolitan regions. In the absence of robust, quantitative analyses of the program, the 

thesis sought to present an objective examination into the population and employment 

benefits to small local governments in regional WA. In the broader context of increased 

public transparency of government decision-making and spending, it is a meaningful 

enquiry, given the scale of the resources behind the program. The thesis utilised various 

quantitative methods of enquiry, drawing extensively on financial reporting, mining 

project data, population and employment statistics to present its case on the program’s 

success. 

This chapter now revisits and reflects upon the thesis’ objectives in the context 

of the findings in the preceding chapters. The thesis consists of three thematic 

components. The first part, comprising Chapters 3,4 and 5, focuses on the broader 

context of regional development in WA. It starts by exploring the history and evolution 

of regional development policy in the state, including the ascendency of neo-liberalism. 

The thesis then examines the state’s unique version of place-based planning compared 

with similar international jurisdictions. The first part of the thesis concludes with a 

detailed analysis of the socio-economic and political conditions enabling the R4R 

program through state legislation. The second part of the thesis provides the quantitative 

analysis of the program’s impact on small regional local governments’ population and 

employment prospects. This part of the thesis provides two in-depth quantitative 
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studies. The first study examines how the sample local government’s actual population 

growth deviated from projected growth, based on the notion that the R4R program 

interventions would deliver actual population numbers that exceeded those in earlier 

projections. The second study examines whether employment prospects in key 

employment sectors improved after the introduction of the program. The third part of 

the thesis provides a detailed discussion of the key findings and how these relate to 

regional policy in the state. 

10.2 Evolution of Regional Policy and Neo-liberalism in Western 

Australia 

The early days of colonial WA were characterised by a government determined 

to create a self-sufficient colony by developing the harsh rural hinterland through 

agriculture. The early governments recognised that to build agricultural settlements, 

some degree of government co-investment would be required, most notably through the 

provision of government services such as education, policing and hospitals. Substantial 

resources were mobilised in pursuit of regional settlement—this interventionist 

approach prevailed over the nineteenth century, and after the Second World War, 

Keynesian economics emerged as the leading mantra for developed economies. This 

philosophy held that public investment in regions could be justified in light of its 

economic benefits and addressing spatially induced inequalities. Because of this 

ideology, various market protections for the agricultural sector were created, including 

price support and tariffs. In the 1980s, economic rationalisation replaced Keynesian 

economics as the guiding philosophy for governments in the West. This had significant 

impacts on rural communities in Australia — in the first instance, the newfound pursuit 

of economic rationalisation in government saw the progressive dismantling of rural 

services, and secondly, the neo-liberalistic approach eroded all industry protection, 

thereby subjecting the agricultural sector to the highs and lows of the international 
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commodity market. As Chapter 2 revealed, while the political pendulum in WA 

continued to swing from Liberal to Labor-led leadership during this period, it largely 

followed the same route to decreasing intervention in regional development. 

10.3 Place-based Planning in Western Australia 

Neo-liberalism, in its essence, pursues limited government intervention and 

promotes free trade. The ‘new’ paradigm (place-based planning approaches) supports 

the neo-liberal mandate by presenting a planning approach, which is in stark contrast to 

interventionism (the ‘old’ paradigm). As Chapter 4 revealed, when compared with 

multiple characteristics (problem recognition; objectives; the units of intervention; 

strategies, tools and actors), the ‘new’ and ‘old’ paradigms present polar opposites. For 

example, whereas the ‘old’ paradigm sought to create equity through balanced 

intervention and addressing regional location disadvantage through investment, the 

‘new’ paradigm pursued equity through regional competitiveness.  Chapter 4 found, 

displayed a unique variant of the ‘new’ paradigm, largely due to the adoption of the 

R4R program as its main instrument for delivering regional development outcomes. 

Whereas the instruments used to deliver the ‘new’ paradigm are associated with 

unlocking existing capital stock, labour market potential and the business environment, 

the ‘old’ paradigm is associated with subsidies and state aids, such as the R4R program. 

Chapter 4 further examined how WA’s regional development approach, from a 

place-based perspective, compared with that of the Australian Commonwealth and (on a 

national level) the Dominion of Canada and its province BC (sub-national). It was 

found that while the case studies generally had similar development objectives and 

priorities, WA’s use of the R4R program separated it from its peers, who were 

increasingly withdrawing from top-down regional investment. Chapter 4 concluded that 

while the ‘new’ paradigm remains a core philosophy of OECD countries in general, the 
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R4R program introduced a level of state interventionism in WA regional development 

policy, which separates the state from its peers regarding regional development. 

10.4 The Perfect Storm 

This substantial difference between WA and its comparable jurisdictions did not 

occur in a vacuum, which is important for future policymakers to consider. As Chapter 

5 explained, a confluence of circumstances enabled the political support for the 

program. These truly were unique conditions, a verifiable combination of economic, 

social and political conditions driving a profound change in government policy. 

Around 2008, while the rest of the world was coming to grips with the worst 

economic conditions in decades, WA was experiencing substantial, once-in-a-

generation economic growth on the back of growing Asian demand for resources and 

energy. The state government could not keep up with the infrastructure demands in the 

resource-rich north of the state. As Chapter 6 noted, weekly rents skyrocketed to 

A$2,000 dollar for a four-bedroom house in the northern cities of Karratha and Port 

Hedland. At the same time, economic conditions in the non-resource regions were 

similarly deteriorating, partly due to macro-economic changes but partly due to 

diminishing government investment in regional service delivery. This resulted in a 

regional constituency that cried out for government intervention — on the one hand, 

needing to manage the unprecedented resource induced growth and, on the other hand, 

to promote and support regions with limited growth prospects. 

Regional policy at the time was a subdued affair. As Chapter 5 noted, following 

some hesitant forays into regional policy in 2003 (through the ‘Regional Western 

Australia—A Better Place to Live’), regional policy took a back seat to priority issues 

such as broader health, education and overall economic growth. Funding in regional 

development was similarly inconsequential. Regional residents saw how regional funds 

declined in juxtaposition to the state’s increasing royalties wealth, which was 
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channelled predominantly to the metropolitan population. Added to these conditions, in 

the years preceding the 2008 election, the Labor government introduced legislation into 

the State Parliament, effectively reducing the parliamentary representation of the non-

metropolitan constituency at the expense of increased metropolitan representation. 

Understandably, this added additional fuel to regional residents’ perception of regional 

bias and disadvantage. 

All these conditions culminated in the 2008 election. The WA Nationals Party 

managed to capitalise on equally split support for the Liberal and Labor parties. As 

political kingmaker, Nationals leader Brendan Grylls managed to secure the R4R 

program, enacted as legislation (Royalties for Regions Act 2009 (WA)) in exchange for 

support to the Liberal Party to enable the party to form a minority government. 

10.5 Accountability 

As Chapter 5 illustrated, it could be argued that there were ample, rational 

motivations for the program at the time of its conception. As the program progressed 

through delivery, questions of its efficacy became increasingly frequent. Annual reports 

were prepared, citing project expenditures and deliverables; however, the project’s 

overall benefits remain unreported. As early as 2009, at the program’s inception, the 

WA Auditor-General noted the need for an evaluation framework. In 2014, five years 

after enacting the Royalties for Regions Act, an impact report was released based on 

feedback from project managers participating in the program. This report was no 

quantitative impact analysis, with the authors acknowledging that a comprehensive 

impact assessment would be a substantial undertaking. At the same time, the WA 

Auditor-General released their ‘Royalties for Regions—Are benefits being realised?’ 

report, which provided some scalding comments on the lack of objective measurement 

of the program’s success. Following this, in 2017, the newly elected Labor 

Government’s Langoulant Report reconfirmed the absence of a coherent framework for 
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measuring success. This lack of measurement (and ultimately transparency) described in 

Chapter 6 was the fundamental justification for the detailed population and employment 

studies presented in the thesis. 

10.6 Population Outcomes 

To address the absence of a quantitative analysis of the R4R program, the thesis 

presented a detailed study (Chapter 7) to examine whether the introduction of the R4R 

program had a positive impact on population growth in small regional local 

governments. Essentially, the study compared population projections (i.e., expected 

population growth/decline) with later population census figures (i.e., the actual 

population growth/decline) to determine whether the introduction of the R4R program 

resulted in better population outcomes than forecasted. 

The study focused on small local governments with populations of 5,000 people 

or less, due to their less complex social and economic dynamics (compared with larger 

centra) and accounted for substantial externalities by removing local governments with 

substantial movement in private capital (in this case represented by major resource 

projects) and those with populations smaller than 500 (to account for the impact of 

highly transient Indigenous populations). 

The study revealed that a substantial percentage of the sampled local 

governments (71%) had population outcomes poorer than projected, despite receiving 

R4R benefits. The study also found an overall trend of rural depopulation, which further 

questions the program’s efficacy concerning population growth. The study also found 

that, to the detriment of regional populations and policymakers, 34 per cent of the 

sampled local governments had actual population declines, which exceeded already 

negative population projections. 
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10.7 Employment Outcomes 

Following the population findings presented in Chapter 8 the thesis presented a 

detailed study on the employment impacts of the R4R program, using the same sample 

of local governments (Chapter 8). The study examines whether the R4R program’s 

strategy to create regional employment by increasing the amenity of small towns bears 

fruit. Specifically, the study compares changes in employment in various industries 

from 2006 to 2011 (Period 1) and from 2011 to 2016 (Period 2) to assess whether there 

were positive changes in employment patterns during Period 2 (which takes place after 

the introduction of the R4R program). The industries the study focuses on included ‘all 

industries’ (all employment categories), ‘Main Street industries’ (those associated with 

main street business in towns) and ‘government-funded industries’ (those associated 

with government employment). The study concluded that employment in ‘all’ 

industries’ and ‘Main Street’ industries remained unchanged from 2006–2016, while 

there was an increase in the ‘government-funded’ industries. More telling, however, was 

that the employment outcomes in Main Street industries were worse during Period 2 

(2011–2016), in contrast with the expected outcomes of the R4R program. 

10.8 Discussion 

Following on the findings presented in the population and employment studies, 

Chapter 9 explored some of the emergent issues around regional development. The 

discussion questioned whether policymakers and leaders adequately considered the 

impact of broader social, cultural, economic and political issues in their approaches on 

regional development. Structural economic issues, such as the predominance of mining, 

energy resources and agriculture in regional economies, were examined. It was 

highlighted that these sectors were progressively pursuing capital-intensive growth or 

detaching physically from regions through technological innovation. More often than 

not, regional development policy failed to consider these realities in its strategies and 
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plans. The discussion also explored the impact of FIFO as a major determinant of 

regional population outcomes and, using the town of Newman as a case study, 

illustrated how regional policies fail to acknowledge broader systemic realities. 

The discussion also highlighted the case for more robust and systematic regional 

planning. This pertained to both the process, structure and content of regional planning. 

It was noted how there was no chronological logic to current planning processes and 

that plans seem to be made on whim or aspiration rather than with intent. Similarly, 

when plans were prepared, their structure did not allow for interregional coordination. 

Thirdly, it was also observed that the actual content of the plans and strategy was 

generally prepared in isolation — the lack of coordination in the preparation of 

aspirational population targets was cited as an example where the sum did not consider 

the whole. The issue of statutory versus functional regions was also briefly explored; 

the discussion noted how WA’s statutory regions and associated structures often do not 

consider functional economic regions as enablers for improved growth. 

The discussion concluded by questioning the value of regional intervention, 

given the broader societal trends towards urban consolidation, prevalent in most OECD 

countries. 

10.9 Conclusion 

This thesis presented a sober view of WA’s current regional development 

approaches and their efficacy in growing regional populations and employment in those 

towns most dearly in need of stimulus. The thesis ultimately concluded that even a 

substantial regional development war chest might be insufficient to address regional 

development, particularly where the said regions have globally unique circumstances—

being subject to global commodity cycles, remoteness, harsh conditions and small 

populations. 
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It is hoped that policymakers and leaders could use some of the insights gained 

during this inquiry to review current regional development practices, rethink existing 

strategies and closely consider the broader systemic and structural development issues 

affecting WA’s regions. 
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Appendices 

Annexure 1 

Local Governments With Fewer Than 5,000 Residents (2008) 
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Annexure 2 

Local Governments Where Projections Varied More Than 5% (+/-) From Actual 

Growth 
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Annexure 3 

Local Governments Without Major Projects and Accounting for the Effect of Indigenous 

Population Movement 
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Annexure 4 

Local Governments Without Major Projects and Accounting for the Effect of Indigenous 

Population Movement 
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