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Abstract 

Background 

Boosting the population growth of towns and cities across regional Australia has long been a popular 

aspiration. However, the reality of many regional locations is long-term population decline. 

Aims 

Regional development has been underpinned by a growth paradigm which conflates population 

growth with success. This article explores how some regional communities have experienced 

renewal, fostered innovation, and enhanced community wellbeing without population growth. 

Data and methods 

A mixed methods approach informs this paper. Five case studies are used to illustrate ways in which 

regional communities can experience successful economic and social outcomes without population 

growth. Literature is provided for context and empirical data are used to illustrate key features of the 

selected towns. 

Results 

The case studies reveal themes of connection, place, agency and wellbeing which contribute to 

‘successful’ communities. For example, developing connections with a wider network within the 

region or across sectors enables economic growth through innovation, irrespective of population 

growth. 

Conclusions 

Being able to respond to, or take advantage of, change is an important element in regional 

development and one which creates community renewal and wellbeing even if not population 

growth. 
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1. Introduction 

Boosting the growth of towns and cities across regional Australia has long been a popular, if 

unsuccessful, strategy (Guaralda et al. 2020). This strategy has been fuelled by the growth-oriented 

paradigm underpinning the economic conceptualisation of regional development (Fudge et al. 2021). 

However, this paradigm does not address the reality of many regional locations which have an older 

age structure and little in migration – two demographic factors which make population growth 

unrealistic. The growth paradigm also conflates economic growth and population growth with an 

underlying assumption that both forms of growth will lead to “success”, a somewhat unclear 

objective which does not always consider aspects of community or individual wellbeing. 

This article examines ways in which regional communities can experience renewal, foster innovation, 

and enhance community wellbeing without population growth. Case studies have been selected to 

illustrate this. While literature is provided for context and empirical data are used to illustrate key 

features of the selected towns being discussed, the paper also draws upon the combined experience 

of the authors, each of whom has had more than 20 years’ experience in regional development and 

research. A mixed methods approach therefore informs this paper. 

The selected communities have had to adapt to economic and social change over the past four 

decades and all have had stable or declining rates of population growth. Their experience can inform 

debates about the elements of regional development that matter most to communities: connection, 

agency, wellbeing, renewal, and sustainability. The case studies presented in this article focus on 

towns in which there has been limited or no population growth over recent decades (Figure 1). Yet in 

terms of economic development, social diversification, and wellbeing, each may be regarded as 

successful. There is no single approach that can fully explain such success. For Birchip, networks, 

information flows and innovation are key ingredients. Katanning and Nhill have both experienced 

major changes in social profile which have created new economic opportunities, while in Lake 

 

Figure 1: Population of selected case study towns, 1981 to 2016 

Source: ABS Census data, Urban Centre and Localities. 
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Cargelligo and Condoblin community-led place-based development has increased local agency to 

identify and achieve their objectives for local wellbeing. 

2. Networks and connections 

2.1. Literature 

The Australian settlement system is characterised by large state capital cities which contain high 

proportions of their states’ population. Nevertheless, Australian settlement patterns are not just 

about capital cities. There are hundreds of small and medium sized towns across the country. Some 

have experienced population growth, others decline, and others have shown little change – at least 

in terms of overall population numbers. 

Regional economic development narratives that highlight population growth as a key element of 

success would seem to imply that lack of population growth means economic or social demise. The 

recognised role of large cities as economic drivers in modern economies further entrenches this 

view. Because large cities are seen to have high levels of human capital, dense networks and 

information spillovers, they are seen as being a driving force of innovation and development (Florida 

2002; Scott & Storper 2003). Very few authors have challenged the view that large cities are the only 

places where innovation can occur. Shearmur (2012, 2015) is an exception in this regard. He 

challenges the notion that innovation always requires physical proximity. Furthermore, proximity 

itself may mean different things apart from physical closeness. It may include social, organisational, 

or cultural connections which form strong networks across a variety of distances (Shearmur 2015). 

This fluidity of proximity is further explored in a range of academic works (Rallet & Torre 1999; Blanc 

& Sierra 1999; Urry 2003a; 2004; Boschma 2005a, 2005b; Kesselring 2014) which examine the 

increasing levels of actual and virtual mobility in the modern world which change the nature and 

perception of distance and space. This is important for regional economic development because 

increasing connectivity has the potential to widen networks and overcome many of the 

disadvantages of distance or remoteness. An outcome is that “[t]hings are made close through these 

networked relations” (Hannam et al. 2006 p. 14, original emphasis).  

Networks such as these highlighted above are clearly advantageous in a dynamic modern economy, 

both for businesses and individuals. However, such dynamism is not traditionally associated with 

small rural communities. Many rural communities are characterised by strong ties – bonding social 

capital that can create resilience, but also parochialism. From a sociological point of view, 

communities with strong bonds of social capital may be seen to have key strengths in terms of 

mutual support (Granovetter 1983). These ‘strong ties’ connect individuals through frequent contact 

and similar interests or values. In contrast are ‘weak ties’ which can be thought of as acquaintances – 

people seen or contacted infrequently and perhaps with fewer interests in common. Granovetter, in 

his seminal 1973 paper, showed that, while strong ties provide cohesion for a particular group or 

community, their ultimate weakness is in the insularity and isolation which can occur as a result of 

that group having few contacts with other worlds or world views (Granovetter 1973). This type of 

insularity presents particular problems in a rapidly changing world where it can rapidly lead to 

isolation and detachment from mainstream events (economic, social or political). By contrast, 
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individuals who have many weak ties are better placed to defuse new ideas since their ties can 

bridge different communities across many locations (Granovetter 1973). 

The implication for non-metropolitan communities is that links with the nonlocal are likely to lead to 

new ideas and perspectives (Rallet & Torre 1999; Fitjar & Rodríguez-Pose 2011). These in turn can 

fuel innovation and future development within the region. Digital technology can maintain weak-tie 

relationships across broad networks (McKenzie 2017). These ‘weak ties’ are important for 

development and innovation. It is important to highlight here the growth of distributed knowledge 

networks, as distinct from social networks, which reach far beyond the local due to virtual 

connectivity. Research conducted in Australia found that those undertaking transformational change 

had more far-reaching information and knowledge network connections yet less extensive social 

links to family, friends and colleagues compared with incremental-scale adaptors. Strong access to 

knowledge and weak social ties actually increased the ability to facilitate action that differs from 

established social norms (Dowd et al. 2014). 

Bringing these ideas together – connectivity, fluid concepts of proximity, and the importance of weak 

social ties but strong knowledge networks – has important implications for regional development. 

Work by Fitjar & Rodríguez-Pose (2011) highlighted the factors that made regional businesses in the 

peripheral region of Southwest Norway wealthy and innovative. Local factors such as collaboration, 

agglomeration and clustering were not found to be significant. Instead, it was international networks 

and long-distance cooperation which accounted for much of the product innovation occurring in the 

region (Fitjar & Rodríguez-Pose 2011). The education levels and attitudes of managers were also 

found to be important in the creation and retention of international networks, suggesting that 

human capital and individual initiative can play a significant role in bringing innovative practices to 

peripheral regions.  

Many of these managers had been forced to go elsewhere in Norway for their higher education due 

to the absence of a local university. This experience had expanded their horizons, experience and 

networks which could continue to be used upon their return to a more peripheral location. The 

general open-mindedness associated with the life experience of moving in order to improve their 

level of education can be considered as a fundamental factor in overcoming place-boundedness in 

their work relationships (Fitjar & Rodríguez-Pose 2011).  

These alternative views to the mainstream narrative of city-based innovation open interesting 

avenues for considering the prospects for human capital and economic potential in regional 

Australia. The pattern of moving from regional areas to capital cities for education is relatively 

common. One estimate suggests that around half of school leavers from non-metropolitan areas 

move to capital cities and 29% of this group of leavers have returned to non-metropolitan areas by 

the age of 23 (DELWP 2016). Others may well return to non-metropolitan areas at later ages. This 

pattern of spending time in a capital city and then returning to non-metropolitan areas of Australia, 

has the potential for links to be made in the way that Fitjar & Rodríguez-Pose (2011) envisage. Not 

only have such individuals gained human capital in a formal sense through education and work 

experience, but the networks gained while in the city can continue to be of benefit for future 

regional development. The city of Orange in NSW shows how mobility and networks have been used 

to increase economic development opportunities for local growth. Research undertaken by McKenzie 

(2015) found that many of the town’s leaders expressed the value of having left the city to gain 
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education, skills or experience, then bringing those benefits back to the community (McKenzie 2015). 

This type of mobility has been found to play an important role in regional development in Australia 

as well. Work by Plowman et al. (2003) found that more innovative communities had higher 

proportions of residents who had lived elsewhere.  

Social and professional networks are important for regional development in that highly skilled people 

within a network can be viewed as “potential resources to be mobilised and capitalised at a distance” 

(Rerat 2016 p. 280). In other words, they need not be geographically close to provide a potential 

economic benefit. Such networks can deliver “exponential increases in output (and rewards or 

wealth) that are spread throughout a network of relationships within which a variety of enterprises 

are located and operate” (Urry 2003b p. 53, original emphasis). 

2.2. Case study: Birchip 

Even small towns with little or no population growth can succeed through connectivity and local 

initiative. The town of Birchip in Victoria’s Mallee region is small, with an enumerated population of 

676 recorded at the 2016 Census. The nearest centre with more than 2,500 people is located more 

than 100 kilometres away. Yet the connectivity of Birchip to the outside world is evident through 

innovative farmers and businesses in the field of dryland agriculture. The Birchip Cropping Group was 

established in the early 1990s as a way to improve farming research, knowledge and practice across 

the region. Its stated mission is “to improve the prosperity of Australia’s broadacre farmers through 

applied science-based research and extension” (BCG 2020 p. 1). The group delivered over 80 projects 

in 2019-20 with the aim of delivering benefits to its members through attracting research and 

extension funding which benefits farmers, communities and the environment in the local region (BCG 

2020). 

The Birchip Cropping Group has been at the forefront of applying new technologies and farming 

practices and has developed a network of more than 50 investors and collaborators across 

government, universities, and private enterprise. The BCG’s investors and collaborators include a 

wide range of organisations and sectors, both local and global as shown in Table 1. The local primary 

to Year 12 (P-12) College has developed close links between its curriculum and the local economy. Its 

‘structured workplace learning’ program provides opportunities for students to combine job 

experience in agriculture with secondary school study (Batters 2021). The development of digital 

skills for modern precision agriculture involves gaining experience with geographical information 

systems (GIS), variable rate technology (for application of water fertilisers and pesticides), soil 

sensors, yield monitors and remote sensing using drones. Understanding these technologies is of 

particular benefit for students’ education and the future of the local economy (BCG 2018). 
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Table 1: Number of investors and collaborators with Birchip Cropping Group by sectors and locations, 

2019-20 

Sector  No. Location No. 

Research / Academia 17 Interstate 28 

Business 8 Victoria 24 

State Government 8 Local (within Birchip) 2 

Industry Association 6 Overseas 1 

Philanthropic 4   

Secondary Education 3   

Federal Government 3   

Peak Body 2   

Other 4   

Total 55 Total 55 

Source: Compiled from data in BCG 2020, p. 9. 

3. Renewal 

3.1. Literature 

For much of the twentieth century, many rural-based communities enjoyed population growth. 

Public investment in transport infrastructure, utilities and social services, along with tariffs and 

import restrictions supported and protected local industry. Trade liberalisation policies introduced in 

the mid-1980s significantly affected their local economies (Tonts & Haslam McKenzie 2005). The 

restructuring of the Australian economy caused many services in rural communities to be 

rationalised and centralised in larger, regional centres, with many people in small towns following 

the services. Depressed commodity prices and increased costs of farm inputs in the 1980s and 1990s 

triggered many to leave agriculture and small communities struggled. Structural changes were 

starting to create major changes in rural Australia. Farms were, on average, larger and more 

productive, but fewer workers were needed as capital intensive methods superseded labour 

intensive farming practices (Stayner & Reeve 1990; Garnett & Lewis 1999). Declining terms of trade 

in the agricultural sector also fuelled the trend towards consolidation, as productivity could be 

increased through expansion into larger farms (Barr 2009; Smailes et al. 2019).  

The social composition of the countryside was also changing, and economic activities broadened 

from productive to consumptive activities such as second homes and tourism uses (Smailes 2002; 

McKenzie et al. 2008). This growing complexity in rural land use was variously termed the ‘post-

productivist’ countryside (Wilson 2001; Argent 2010) or ‘multifunctional countryside’ (Smailes 2002). 

Increasing diversity of land use was both fuelled by, and generated, increasing temporary mobilities. 

Importantly, these economic changes were happening at a time of increasing personal mobility. Car 

ownership and improvements in road quality played a major factor in changing population 

distribution in regional areas. Small towns which had previously offered a range of basic services 

could now be bypassed as people were able to access a wider geographical area. This favoured larger 

centres where businesses could increasingly gain access to a wider market. Conversely, businesses in 

small towns saw a contraction in demand for their goods and services.  
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As regional Australia became increasingly integrated into global economic systems, a parallel process 

of economic policy reform was occurring (Tonts & Haslam McKenzie 2005; Beer 2012). In the 1980s, 

the Hawke and Keating governments led a period of major economic reform which effectively ended 

the high levels of protectionism in Australian trade and industry. Fiscal reforms, such as floating the 

Australian dollar and allowing entry of foreign banks into the country, made Australia much more 

open to the global economy. The subsequent coalition government undertook further economic 

reform from the mid-1990s. This neoliberal agenda continued through the 2000s and was 

characterised by fiscal conservatism, labour-market deregulation, mutual-obligation pacts, 

introduction of a national competition policy, and a move away from the welfare state (O’Neill & 

Fagan 2006; Hogan & Young 2015).  

Trade liberalisation policies significantly affected their local economies (Tonts & Haslam McKenzie 

2005). The restructuring of the Australian economy caused many services in rural communities to be 

rationalised and centralised in larger, regional centres, with many people in small towns following 

the services. Depressed commodity prices and increased costs of farm inputs triggered many to leave 

agriculture and small communities struggled throughout the 1980s and 1990s (Smailes et al. 2019). 

Despite these challenges, however, some communities responded with innovative ideas for renewal. 

3.2. Case study: Nhill 

The town of Nhill in western Victoria has experienced population decline over several decades. In 

2016 the town’s population was 1,752 according to the census, down from 1,879 in 2006 (ABS 2016). 

Despite the lack of growth in total population, the town has seen a major change in its composition 

over the period. The proportion of overseas-born has doubled from 7% to 14% during the decade 

(ABS 2016). Since the late 2000s, the resettlement of refugees from Myanmar has created significant 

change in the town. The resettlement was driven largely by the owner of a local food processing 

plant who was seeking to expand operations. More than 160 refugees have settled in the district 

with around 30 children enrolled in local schools. The local economic benefit of the Karen refugees 

has been estimated at $40 million by Deloitte Access Economics (AMES & Deloitte 2015). 

Clearly, this influx of new people has added to the local labour force, school population and ethnic 

diversity of the town. While it may have slowed the rate of decline of the town’s population, it has 

not created population growth. Structural population decline has played out over half a century. Any 

turnaround may take as long to achieve. Nevertheless, Nhill has gained a great deal through refugee 

settlement. Regeneration can occur through social and economic change rather than in an increase 

in overall numbers. 

3.3. Case study: Katanning 

The Shire of Katanning is a municipality in Western Australia, 286 km south-east from Perth. 

Historically, agricultural production, particularly sheep and wool industries, were central to the 

economy. Katanning was not immune to the challenges, already cited, presented by Australia’s 

engagement with global markets and the commitment to a neoliberal policy agenda. Katanning 

experienced hardship and struggled to make headway for almost two decades as farmers took 

advantage of their neighbours’ departure from the industry and aggregated their properties to 

optimise economies of scale. Many young people did not see a future for themselves and they too 

left, causing a general ageing of the population, especially in rural communities (Tonts et al. 2008). 
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Nonetheless, the industry profile of the Katanning local government area continues to be dominated 

by agriculture however two key investments have diversified local employment in the industry and 

created a sense of renewal. 

The Katanning abattoir was established in the 1970s and, after restructuring in 1999, it became a 

producer-owned and controlled co-operative which has thrived, unlike many others across regional 

Western Australia. The abattoir pursued a niche in the meat market by focusing on premium quality 

lamb slaughtered in compliance with Halal practices, opening up a lucrative international market 

which has continued to expand. This strategy transformed the local community, with several Malay 

families recruited from the Cocos and Christmas Islands to perform the Halal slaughtering. 

Subsequent family groups followed and the business grew. As early as 1975, the Muslim community 

built a mosque in the town, the first in regional Western Australia. This and the promise of semi- and 

unskilled work were pull factors for arrivals and there has been a steady flow of migrants and 

refugees who have subsequently settled in the Shire. In 2020, the local shire boasted that more than 

45 different nationalities live in the local government area (WALGA 2019). While the social 

adjustment has not always been easy because of cultural or language differences, the social change 

has enlivened Katanning and supported the local economy. 

Another innovation in Katanning was the 2014 replacement of the former sheep saleyards with a 

state-of-the-art covered facility capable of trading 1.5 million sheep annually. The roof covers more 

than a hectare of stockyards. Located alongside this are offices and amenities for farmers, stockmen 

and truck drivers who need to stay overnight. The enhanced conditions have been the catalyst for a 

new, unexpected tourism attraction with visitors coming to watch the rapid-fire sales routines and 

the dogs working in the yards and trucks each Tuesday and Wednesday (Shire of Katanning 2021). 

The new canteen has also become a regular destination for visitors to rub shoulders with the 

stockmen and many local farmers, with up to three sittings on Tuesday evenings and throughout the 

sale day each Wednesday. It has become busy enough that local women have now started a catering 

business running the canteen. Hence what was part of the traditional primary sector has spawned a 

number of service industries related to accommodation, hospitality and tourism – all of which have 

been expanding economic sectors in recent decades and which offer a range of employment 

opportunities. 

When the saleyards were constructed, the facility adopted a number of environmental and labour-

saving innovations which generated other new businesses. Manure from the saleyards flows into 

holding tanks and subsequently collected for drying and processing by a local migrant family who 

now employ additional labour. The product is sold to horticultural wholesalers and nurseries across 

southern Western Australia. The saleyard roof covers 44,000m2 and rainfall is collected, stored, 

treated, then gravity pushed to a new lake, arboretum and botanic garden in the centre of the town, 

transforming a low lying, unsightly area to prized real estate (Shire of Katanning 2021). 

The revival of the sheep industry in Katanning inspired a local entrepreneur to buy the dilapidated 

historical flour mill in the centre of the town. The local shire sold the property for one dollar in 2014, 

on condition that the new owner restore the building (Acott 2018). Considerable funds were invested 

to renovate it as a high-end hotel with the Dome Café opening at street level in 2019. The business 

plan took account of Katanning’s location in the centre of the Great Southern region with no other 

accommodation like it within at least two hour’s drive of the town. In addition to the nascent sheep 
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saleyard attraction, Katanning is located midway between Perth and Albany with two national parks 

and a well-established wine region less than an hour away. Despite the obvious financial set back 

associated with COVID 19 in 2020, the domestic tourism market boom in 2021 has certainly 

compensated with occupancy rates being steady throughout 2020-2021 (The Premier Mill 2021). 

Katanning, like Nhill, struggles to maintain its population base because of structural population 

ageing, yet the social profile and economic prospects of both towns have experienced renewal 

through migration, social diversity and innovative industry development. Regeneration can occur 

through social and economic change rather than in an increase in overall population numbers. 

4. Place-based approaches 

4.1. Literature 

In the literature, there has been a move from an economic development focus to a more holistic 

sustainable development focus when considering regional development (Fudge et al. 2021), however 

formal regional policies at state, federal or even local government level still have an assumption 

(implicit or explicit) that population growth is an essential part of regional development. It is 

increasingly acknowledged that, in addition to job creation, wage rates and other quantitative 

measures of economic development, other factors such as sense of place, social capital and social 

and environmental wellbeing are also important (Plummer et al. 2018).  

Place-based policies, as the term implies, have a focus on specific locations or regions. But as noted 

by Beer et al. (2020) 

they represent far more than just a label for already established programmes of government 

activity, or the concentration of public sector resources in specific locations. Place-based 

policies embody an ethos about, and an approach to, the development of economies and 

society that acknowledges that the context of each and every city, region and rural district 

offers opportunities for advancing well-being (Beer et al. 2020 p. 12). 

While recognising that there are many different types of place-based approaches, here we are 

referring to collective, community-led initiatives. They are characterised by collaboration, 

community-driven agency and ownership at their heart. Connection and agency are central themes 

which affect the success of place-based initiatives – they give power to the community to guide their 

own change agenda. It is critical to note that “place” is not homogenous. It is something that is 

encountered and experienced differently by different people in the community (Mackay et al. 2021; 

Rainnie 2021). Community is also not homogenous, yet it remains central to place-based approaches.  

Such approaches require support from skilled local teams that help to create meaningful connections 

and partnerships across the community, businesses, local service providers, agencies and funders. 

These teams recognise that there is no ‘one size fits all’ recipe and ensure that any action taken is the 

right action for that community’s unique context. Key features of good community-focussed place-

based development initiatives include: 

• fostering cross-sector collaborations that harness local resources and place community priorities 

at the centre;  
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• implementing timely and targeted responses that meet the specific needs of community, 

especially those most vulnerable; 

• creating trusted relationships as an intermediary between the wider system and local 

communities; 

• empowering the community through local participation and representation; and 

• drawing upon local knowledge, community networks, and relationships to help people deal with 

uncertainty.  

All of this is built upon a foundation of connection and trust amongst different community networks 

(formal and informal) that has taken time and effort to build, underpinned by appropriate social 

infrastructure to support collaboration. 

4.2. Case study: Growing Lachlan (Condobolin and Lake Cargelligo) 

Growing Lachlan has been a pioneer of community-led place-based initiatives in NSW. Over six years, 

Growing Lachlan has developed into an important community asset, with trusted relationships that 

allow it to play a range of crucial roles. The initiative began in 2014 with a request from Lachlan Shire 

Interagency Groups for a dedicated resource to improve communication and collaboration between 

services, increase service uptake and influence government funding to address local needs. Over the 

first year, it developed into a community initiative that sought to identify and action opportunities 

that locals see as important to build on the Shire’s strengths (Dusseldorp Forum 2020). 

Across 2015 and 2016, the team gathered data on key indicators of community wellbeing, conducted 

surveys and held a series of community conversations to understand how the community is faring, 

and identify key challenges and opportunities across the Shire. The information came together in the 

Growing Lachlan report which outlines the community’s shared priorities towards:  

1. Investing in community renewal  

2. Supporting economic sustainability and development  

3. Improving community safety and crime prevention  

4. Taking care of older and younger generations and  

5. Strengthening cultural recognition, respect and genuine participation. (McKenzie 2019). 

Since 2017, Growing Lachlan has worked with all Shire communities, supporting a wide variety of 

people, groups and services to activate their ideas towards advancing the community priorities. It is 

not a service provider itself, but rather plays a unique linking and supporting role, and encourages 

new ways of working and collaboration, challenging groups to think and act on how things can be 

done better, and better together. 

In addition to their Growing Lachlan work over the last two years, the team was instrumental in the 

development of the Regional Innovators’ Network, an award-winning model of regional capacity 

building, with TACSI and CAPP Dubbo (RIN 2021). Growing Lachlan now holds sophisticated skills in 

authentic community engagement, community co-design and facilitation methods. 

It is growing a culture of innovation in the Lachlan Shire by supporting local groups to ‘test and try’ 

new approaches to addressing community priorities. Growing Lachlan has supported, partnered with 

and in some cases catalysed a range of locally specific innovations that have improved outcomes for 

individuals, families and the wider community. 
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More and more communities are looking towards models of place-based collaboration to address 

their development needs (McKenzie 2020). Adopting place-based collaborative development 

approaches also improves alignment of government and community aspirations, leading to more 

efficient and productive allocation of resources (Taylor et al. 2017). Such initiatives do need to be 

adequately resourced. Empowerment of community is a necessary but not sufficient move towards a 

different destiny (Rainnie 2021). Furthermore, the challenges of community development in small 

regional towns including resource scarcity, volunteer burnout and serious socioeconomic 

disadvantage for population segments may still need to be addressed. 

5. Conclusions 

For communities facing population stability or decline, there are alternative ways to approach 

regional development and measure “success”. The case studies presented in this article show ways in 

which communities are more than simply the total number of people living there or whether that 

number is increasing or decreasing. Instead, the selected case studies reveal themes of connection, 

place, agency and wellbeing. These factors contribute to ‘successful’ communities even in the face of 

population decline. For example, developing connections with a wider network within the region 

(Condobolin and Lake Cargelligo) or across sectors (Birchip) enables economic growth through 

innovation, irrespective of population growth. 

Place-based approaches are emerging as a new way of unlocking local agency and capability. There 

has been growing interest in the question of agency, particularly at the local level. This has often 

materialised in the form of what has become known as place- based leadership (Rainnie 2021). It is 

important to rethink existing assumptions about regional development through these lenses of place 

and local experience (Fudge et al. 2021). 

When talking about agency, it is important to acknowledge the challenge of agency in the context of 

regional economies exposed to global fluctuations, and how local businesses and firms usually sit in a 

very low position on most value chains. Regional policy narratives have been somewhat 

contradictory in this regard. On the one hand, rural communities are encouraged to be part of the 

global economy for their successful development, while on the other hand they are told that the 

future is in their own hands with local leaders expected to steer the fortunes of their communities 

(Plummer et al. 2018). 

It is true that communities may not have full agency over their futures. Global forces – economic and 

social – play an important role in shaping the fortunes of regional communities. Yet, as shown in the 

case studies in this paper, being able to respond to, or take advantage of, change is an important 

element in regional development and one which creates community renewal and wellbeing even if 

not population growth. 

Key messages 

• Regional development has been underpinned by a growth paradigm which conflates population 

growth with success. 

• Seeking population growth has been a popular regional policy aspiration, however, the reality of 

many locations is long-term population decline. 
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• Some towns with limited or no population growth can be successful by utilising networks, 

information flows and community-led place-based development. 

• Being able to respond to, or take advantage of, change is an important element in regional 

development and one which creates community renewal and wellbeing even if not population 

growth. 

Disclaimer 

The views expressed in this paper are those of the authors and should not be regarded as 

representing the views of the Victorian Government or the Department of Environment, Land, Water 

and Planning. 
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