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Introduction 

Regions, both within Western Australia and 
across Australia, face one certainty - continual 
change. For some regions this change will be 
gradual, for others it will be radical. In many 
cases the change, either positive or negative, 
will be a consequence of the policies and 
practices adopted by all levels of government. 

This paper provides an overview of 
development policies and practices adopted by 
governments in Western Australia, and 
applying to all regions including the 
metropolitan area. The focus is primarily on 
activities at the State level. 

A brief history of development in Western 
Australia is followed by more detailed 
discussion of the policies and practices 
developed between 1983 and 1993 by the 
recently deposed Labor government. Finally, 
consideration is given to the announced regional 
development promises of the recently elected 
Liberal/National party Coalition Government. 

Development Of Regions In Western 
Australia - An Historical Perspective 

Since Federation, in 1901, the State of Western 
Australia has grown and developed significantly 
in every sense. However, the development 
process has not always been smooth nor has it 
necessarily occurred uniformly across regions. 

The State’s share of the national population had 
grown to about 9% by 1989, and it is projected 

to increase to 12% by 2021. With this rise in 
population there has been a concomitant 
increase in economic activity. 

Western Australia presently has nine country 
regions. Table One provides an overview of 
population distribution within these regions, 
with some projections to the Year 2021 based 
on a range of scenarios. 

It is evident from the Table that Western 
Australia is a highly urbanised State with a 
major primary city and sparsely populated, but 
again predominantly urbanised, country areas. 

Although the regions have contributed greatly to 
the State’s economic development and growing 
wealth, they often do not benefit directly in 
terms of population growth, income, 
employment, or provision of services. The lack 
of uniformity in regional development in the 
past reflects numerous complex factors. These, 
several of which have the potential to affect 
future development, include: 

• the past and present distribution of the 
State’s population; 

° the location of economic opportunities; 

• infrastructure development (and 
maintenance); 

• service provision (and maintenance); 

• cost of living differentials; 

• identification and development of new 
economic opportunities in mining, 
agriculture, services and tourism; and 

• physical and environmental factors such as 
the distribution of mineral resources and the 
location of water, etc.. 

The influence of policy related to these and 
other factors has been examined, for instance, 
by Gunn (1985), and Higgins (1989). They 
have suggested that State policy responses - 
and not just in Western Australia - have been 
largely piecemeal and uncoordinated with other 
objectives. They are consequently inept and 
incapable of alleviating the specific problems 
faced by rural communities, individuals, and 
businesses. Indeed, most Commonwealth, 
State and Territory regional policy has, in the 
eyes of many commentators, failed dismally to 
bring about significant or sustainable regional 
development - as measured by population. 
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employment generation and maintenance, and 
other economic and social variables. 

The reasons for the failure of regional policies 
may not, however, relate to the policies 
themselves as much as to their application. For 
instance, the National Population Council 
(NPC, 1991) claims that, “active 
decentralisation (regionalisation) policies have 
been short-lived, under-funded, and under- 
supported by government'’. 

Western Australia’s regional policy approach is, 
according to Gunn (1985), two-fold. It is partly 
‘development’ based - that is, policies tend to 

increased numbers of people and the level of 
economic activity, contribution to Gross State 
Product and employment outside the 
metropolitan area, the policies in reality have 
been largely ineffective in terms of the 
proportions of people now (1985) located 
outside the Perth Statistical Division’’. 

Evidence from more recent work, particularly 
that done at the national level by EPAC (1991) 
and the NPC (1991) and locally by Department 
of Planning and Urban Development, would 
appear to support Gunn. Additionally, and 
perhaps of more concern, is the present 
proposal that the degree of centralisation further 

Table One 

Projected Population, by Statistical Division 

Year Low 
Actual (488) 

Medium % of State 
Population 

% Change High 

PERTH 
1988 (a) 
2001 
2021 

1118771 
1450572 
1817865 

1506732 
2011819 

72.42 
74.21 
75.40 

1.79 
1.19 

1563732 
2210604 

COUNTRY 
1988 (a) 
2001 
2021 

426235 
504860 
593081 

522816 
656033 

540862 
720873 

STATE 
1988 (a) 
2001 
2021 

1544806 
1955432 
2410946 

2020148 
2667852 

2104594 
2931477 

(a) Estimated Resident Population at June 1988. Source: ABS 

assume that regional development will ‘follow’ 
development in other portfolio areas, for 
example mining and agriculture. Secondly, it is 
‘decentralisation’ based, comprising policies 
that specifically address the requirements of 
non-central areas. 

Gunn concludes that, “... development policies 
have failed to alter to any significant degree the 
structure of the Western Australian economy’’. 
And that, based on the work done in her study 
that, "... development policy has contributed to 
the centralising influence of Perth...’’. In 
respect to decentralisation policies she says, “... 
while seemingly successful in terms of 

increase as we progress into the 21st century. 

In Western Australia, despite claims from 
political parties of all persuasions that the 
regional areas are critical to the success of the 
State, a clear, coherent and comprehensive 
regional policy has never been developed. This 
apparent failure by government to clearly 
articulate a regional policy does not make it 
atypical. Higgins (1989) comments that, “... 
the regional policy response in Australia has not 
been well adapted to the actual regional 
structures and the actual regional disparities 
(that exist)”. 
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Higgins notes that Federal government 
interventions fall under the heading of ‘fiscal 
federalism’ - concerned with standards of 
public services and re-dividing the revenue pie 
among States - and that State interventions have 
been concerned with improving the quality of 
life in capital cities, decentralisation 
(regionalisation) to smaller centres, and 
competing with other States to secure industrial 
development. 

Although no government in Western Australia 
has hitherto had a clearly articulated policy on 
regional development, it does not mean that the 
regional areas have developed in a policy 
vacuum. Regional development has been 
shaped, both explicitly and implicitly, by 
policies in several portfolios. Those concerning 
industry, mining, agriculture, land transport, 
and, to a larger extent than many would realise, 
urban development have been particularly 
important. 

Although such policies have undoubtedly 
contributed to the State’s successful 
development so far, greater gains, particularly 
at the regional level, could have resulted 
perhaps from more integrated policies. The 
failure to develop and articulate a coherent 
regional policy means that regional futures will 
continue to be conditioned by responses to 
urban problems, rather than regional 
opportunity. Urgent consideration therefore 
needs to be given to whether the State can 
afford current somewhat arbitrary processes 
continuing into the 21st century. 

Regional Policy - 1983 To 1993 

During this period, Labor asserted that regional 
development policy was a major element in its 
commitment to country residents and the 
general growth of the State’s economy. 

On coming to power in 1983 under Brian 
Burke, Labor provided a State-wide focus for 
coordinated regional policy through both 1) the 
Department of Regional Development and the 
North West, and 2) the South West 
Development Authority - for the South West 
Region. At the outset, there was no explicit 
regional policy. 

Nevertheless, several general regional policy 
and/or practice initiatives were developed. 

• A Regional Purchasing Policy assisted 
regional businesses to access government 
contracts. 

• Several Regional Development Authorities 
were created - South West, 1984; Great 
Southern, 1987; Geraldton Mid-West, 
1988; Goldfields Esperance, 1990, and the 
Pilbara Development Commission, 1992. 

• The Department of State Development was 
created in 1990 by amalgamating 
previously existing ‘development’ 
departments responsible for resources, 
economics, trade, and Regional 
Development and the North West. 

• The lead-up to the 1993 election saw the 
announcement of the ‘The Regional 
Advantage’ strategy. This led to the 
creation of a further four Regional 
Development Commissions:- Kimberley, 
Gascoyne, Wheatbelt and Peel. 

• Finally, the ALP State Platforms of 1989 
and 1991 offered perhaps the clearest 
indication of the government’s regional 
development intent. 

The failure to develop and 
articulate a coherent regional 
policy means that regional 
futures will continue to be 
conditioned by responses to urban 
problems, rather than regional 
opportunity. 

These changes appear to have the ongoing 
support of the new coalition government. Thus 
regional administration has shifted over a ten 
year period from a largely centralised system to 
a situation where each of the nine regions will 
be developed and administered through locally 
based organisations. The former was based on 
a central office and a number of regional 
offices. In contrast, the emerging system is 
significantly independent from central control 
and direction due to its legislated status. 

COALITION POLICY - 1993 onwards 

The Court coalition government was elected in 
February 1993 with a range of platforms which 
will affect regional development. 

Prior to the election, the coalition government 
issued numerous policy statements related to a 
broad range of portfolio areas. A specific 
regional policy was not included. However, it 
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is possible to distil policy positions lor various 
regions by drawing on the various portfolio 
platforms: these include the North - including 
the Pilbara and Kimberley; the Midwest 
including Gascoyne and Geraldton; Wheatbelt; 
Goldfields - focused predominantly on 
Kalgoorlie; Great Southern; South West; and 
Mandurah - effectively the Peel region. 

Additionally, both member parties of the 
Coalition produced economic platforms: Liberal 
- Fightback WA, National - Economic 
Development, and a Regional Development 
Policy. These documents, however, are not 
coalition policy and, although the ‘broad’ 
thrusts are largely the same, many position 
differ in the coalition platforms. The latter imply 
that future regional growth will occur through a 
trickle down effect of broader ‘development’ 
activities. 

The involves the development of ‘base 
industries’; that is, mining and primary 
industry, and tourism. The government will 
seek to facilitate growth in these areas through 
policies related to energy, water resources and 
transport. This economic thrust is supplemented 
by social policies concerning health and law and 
order. Several promises concern the upgrading 
of hospitals and other services, while the law 
and order proposals have implications for 
facilities and staffing. 

Environmental controls are likely to be relaxed 
to facilitate ‘development’, as indicated by 
proposals to fast track industry development 
and to ‘allow’ exploration in national parks - 
both land-based and marine. 

The main regional development proposals 
gleaned from the enterprise and regional 
platforms appear to comprise: 

• that regional development be the 
responsibility of one senior Minister; 

• that the structure of all development 
authorities or commissions be reviewed to 
ensure they are relevant to the region they 
serve; 

• that consultations be held with ‘local’ 
communities about the appropriate grouping 
of districts in a regional area; and 

• that the Authorities or Commissions do not 
have the authority to incur debt or to spend 
money on projects. 

If implemented, these proposals are likely to 
assist the growth of regional areas. However, 
development is likely to remain largely 
‘uncontrolled’ because, with the exception of 
one statement related to the creation of 40(X) 
jobs in Bunbury, specific targets for 
employment creation or population change have 
not been made. 

CONCLUSION 

Western Australia is perhaps now best placed of 
the States to create a clear, comprehensive 
regional policy. Moreover, failure to develop 
such a policy is likely to continue to expose the 
State to significant problems in both the urban 
areas and the regions. In particular, decisions 
made now about population growth, the 
settlement system, infrastructure investment, 
and employment will influence the State’s 
regional economic, social and environmental 
structure during at least the next two or three 
decades. 

If Western Australia is to continue to flourish it 
needs to examine its development policies to 
address such issues as: 

• how the population should, rather than will, 
be settled in Western Australia to facilitate 
balanced and sustainable economic, social 
and environment development in the 
interests of both State and nation; 

• what regional areas in WA can contribute in 
the future and how it can be realised to the 
maximum extent; 

• how overall economic performance and 
social conditions might be maintained 
and/or improved; 

• how the State will accommodate a growing 
population and continue to grow 
economically without seriously degrading 
the environment; 

• how the State will manage the various 
economic forces that shape its economy and 
take into account that much of our present 
economic strength is based on the non¬ 
renewable resource development and 
primary production processes with limited 
capacity to increase yield. Consideration 
must also be given to the susceptibility of 
these areas to changes in world demand for. 
and the pricing of, such commodities; and 
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• how the State will develop in the context of 
changing international and national 
economic, social and environmental 
variables. 

After giving consideration to these and other 
questions, an explicit, comprehensive and 
coherent regional policy should be developed. 
Whether the policies are ultimately pursued are, 
after Gunn, development policies or 
decentralisation policies may indeed be a moot 
point because as Higgins suggests, “the issue is 
not to ‘decentralise’. The issue is to find a 
means to ensure that capital and human 
resources are fully employed in centres of all 
sizes, that the economic activities of all centres 
are appropriate to the characteristics of each, 
that the activities are efficient and highly 
productive, and that the quality of life is as high 
as possible in all centres.” 

To these ends, government should give 
consideration to the development of coherent 
and comprehensive policy settings that: 

• balance resource allocation across regions 
with a view to achieving a significant 
restructuring of population settlement and 
employment location; 

• shift, or balance, the location of power. 
This should not be taken to imply that 
regionalisation or decentralisation of power 
should predominate. However, the policy 
settings should allocate control in the most 
appropriate manner; 

• use, as appropriate, policy settings which 
address the following polarities: 
- urban - rural/regional 
- spatial - sectoral; 

• recognise that the imperative of economic 
efficiency may indeed not always produce 
the ‘best’ result for the State, region(s) or 
individuals; 

• address the short, medium and long-term 
aims and objectives of the State, region(s) 
and individuals; 

• examine the role of major regional centres 
in any development strategy; 

• provide support for small town economic 
renewal based on a self-help approach 
which emphasises local participation, local 
control, local ownership, and local 
benefit.* 
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THE WAY WE WORK 

Information supplied by Derek Kemp, 
Queensland Department of Business and 
Regional Development. 

• Casualisation of Employment 

20 per cent of jobs are part-time (expected 
to increase to 50 per cent by year 2000) 
40 per cent women work part-time 
(increased by 143 per cent over 1966-89) 
only 30 per cent part-time workers want to 
work longer hours 
20 per cent employees are casuals (a 90 per 
cent increase between 1982 and 1989) 
only 30 per cent casuals work full-time (70 
per cent work part-time) 
twice as many women work casually than 
men 

• Multiple careers (loss of job stability) 

20 per cent of all full-time jobs disappeared 
over the penod 1970 to 1983 
25 per cent of full-time male jobs were lost 
during 1970 to 1990 
currently workers expect to change careers 
three times in their working life. We may 
expect this to increase to five times. 
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