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Abstract:  

Research relating to Australia’s urban planning and policy agenda is dominated by what 

happens in Australia’s five metropolitan cities. However, the total population of the next 

twelve largest urban areas (medium sized cities) exceeds the population of all but Sydney 

and Melbourne, displays population growth rates in many cases greater than those of the five 

major centres and is a preferred home location for more than one in ten Australians. There is 

little research about these places and contemporary urban policy discussion looks to major 

metropolitan areas here and overseas for content and relevance.  The growth of Australia’s 

medium cities and the sources of this population growth, suggests an increasing importance 

for many medium-sized cities.  Specific differences in the drivers of growth, approaches to 

planning and sources of economic change are evident in these cities when compared to 

metropolitan regions yet, to date, only fragmented examples of an emergent and 

differentiated approach to planning policy and practice has been evident.   
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Introduction    

The term ‘medium sized cities’ and the potential for the identification of a distinct urban 

planning agenda associated with such cities have both been receiving increasing exposure in 

the literature (Seasons 2003, Bell and Jayne 2006, Bunting et al, 2007). But all of these 

authors note that there is a limited amount of research and discussion about such places. The 

use of the term medium sized cities or as they are also referred to ‘mid sized cities’, is a 

useful term to categorize a particular type of city. But defining such cities is difficult because it 

needs to be related to local, regional and international understandings of such factors as size 

and economy. Importantly, the term conceptually recognizes that the label ‘city’ encompasses 

a very wide range of urban places, areas and sizes and not just the places now labelled 

megacities or ‘world cities’. These cities continue to attract much of the contemporary 

analysis and policy commentary. It is worthwhile to reflect, that if a medium sized city is 

defined as an urban area with a particular level of population, that all the world’s large cities 

were at some stage at this level. Categorising cities is both a quantitative exercise and one 

where an historical perspective is needed.  

Commonly, a term such as medium denotes that its size is less; probably considerably less 

so, than what is envisaged by use of the term large. So it follows with cities. The term 

appears to indicate that there is a category of city or urban area, with a population level being 

the most likely indicator. The population level will therefore be considerably less than the 

cities labelled large. Labels like large and medium demand some finer grained analysis. 

However population size may not be the only or main criteria relating to such places. The 

term ‘medium’ potentially denotes other indicators such as; role or function, the level of 

international recognition or the scale of specialization in such fields as; business, arts or 

education. Such factors may be relevant in helping to identify a hierarchy of urban areas or 

cities and to allocate cities into particular categories or typologies within that hierarchy.  

At the 2007 SOAC the authors presented a paper (Budge and Butt, 2007) that examined what 

was termed third tier cities. That paper borrowed the term from a concept that was identified 

and expanded in a recent collection of readings (Bell and Jayne, 2006) that explored the 

similarities and differences between the emerging planning and development agenda of what 
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they termed third tier cities and metropolitan regions. In particular Bell and Jayne used Stoke 

on Trent in the UK as an example of such a city. The 2007 SOAC paper used a definition of a 

city with a population of 20,000 to 100,000 to explore so termed Australian third tier cities. In 

this paper we discuss issues about terminology and definition and reference medium or mid 

sized cities based on a wider international literature. Then we use an internationally accepted 

definition and apply it to an Australian context. We then turn to the question whether such 

places have different urban planning agendas.  

This paper explores in some depth the issues associated with the definition of such places, 

provides an analysis of the demographic trends in Australia’s medium-sized cities, including a 

consideration of the trends in population mobility and change and the changing role, function 

and future planning agenda of these cities in an Australian context.  While processes of 

population change are highly differentiated across Australia, this paper describes the 

increasing population share of these cities, their strong levels of inward migration from varied 

sources and the increasing identification among these cities of the future drivers of economic 

and cultural prosperity.  

Medium Sized Cities: Meaning and Definition 

A reasonable presumption in relation to medium sized cities is that such places are a 

considerable ‘step down’ from large cities or metropolitan regions in their population size. In 

terms of some classification systems population size will be a key indicator, if not the major or 

even sole basis of classification. However, any form of description or classification based on 

size alone needs to determine that only after considering a range of factors. Firstly, 

population size in itself needs to consider the regional, national and global context of the 

cities being categorized. For example, Shanghai, Mexico City and Tokyo respectively are 

clearly in the primary level of a hierarchy of cities within their respective countries and at a 

global scale. But with such a dominant primary city it means that there are many other very 

large cities in China, Mexico and Japan that are below them in a hierarchical sense based on 

population size but are much larger than Australia’s major cities. Only at a global scale could 

Sydney or Melbourne be referred to as medium sized cities. At a national scale Australia’s 

two largest cities would clearly be categorised as large or primary cities. Context is important 
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and an argument can be advanced that understanding that context in terms of the range of 

city size in a national or regional hierarchy may be important in understanding roles. Sydney, 

despite being a relatively small city at an international level ‘punches above its weight’ when 

compared with other major international cities. It has strong international roles and 

recognition. In a recent ranking of cities around the world based on brand recognition and 

profile Sydney came second to Paris (GfK Roper Public Affairs & Media 2009). In a national 

context Australia’s five largest cities can be classified as forming a primary level of cities 

given their role as State capitals and as major commercial centres and as having a population 

level that sets them apart from any other cities in Australia. Such a category though groups 

Adelaide and Sydney together even though Sydney has in many aspects a considerably 

different national and international role to that of Adelaide.  

 

In a South Pacific context, Auckland has a similar population to Adelaide but clearly in a 

national context performs the primary role in the New Zealand hierarchy of cities and has 

some international context in its role.  Based on a hierarchy of population size for different 

nations it could be that in respect to New Zealand for example a medium sized city might 

mean something of the size of Dunedin with a population of around 100,000 persons. By 

comparison an Australian context for the category medium sized may equate to somewhere 

like Newcastle with a population of about half a million. By contrast in China, using population 

alone, it might well be that a medium sized city is one with about five million people, a clear 

contrast to the mega-regions or primary cities of places such as Shanghai or Beijing.  

Broadly, this reflects debates in the literature regarding city hierarchies as they have emerged 

in respect to ‘world city’ theories and conceptualisations (see for example Friedmann 1986, 

Beaverstock et al 2000, Taylor 2000,) as they relate to relative size, regional and global 

consequence and functional roles.  

The limited research and discussion exploring the concept of medium sized cities (Burayidi 

2001, Seasons 2003, Bunting et al, 2007) has readily embraced the idea that, as a starting 

point, population size is the defining characteristic. A single measure appears to make 

classification easy and it provides a simple common reference point across cities and 
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jurisdictions. There are though definitional problems with even an apparently simple 

numerical classification including the actual population to be measured and the relationship 

between cities and city-regions.  For example, while population figures are quoted for cities, 

what is really referred to is only the municipality that forms the central core. This is quite 

prevalent in the United States where the largest local government area is based on the 

central business district. But the historic city has spilled over into the surrounding area. 

References to the population of major cities in the US frequently quote figures that ignore the 

extended metropolitan area. It is common practice in the United States, where there is an 

extended metropolitan area with extensive urban sprawl, to not see that as part of the ‘city’s’ 

population, creating significant definitional and administrative dilemmas. In contrast it is 

practice in Australia to define our major cities as embracing the extended metropolitan area - 

although there can be discussion as to how far such a defined metropolitan area extends.  

Even the concept of a contiguous area as the basis of the definition of a city has problems as 

cities assume different urban forms such as multi nuclear city networks. Research exploring 

city mega-regions (Gottman, 1957, Florida et al 2008) in the developed and developing world 

further blurs the lived experience and administrative definitions of the term ‘city’.  

Medium Cities in an Australian Context 

Despite the apparent difficulties of categorization establishing a hierarchy at a national level 

may be a useful tool. Florida (2002) in his celebrated work on ‘Creative Classes’ classifies 

medium sized cities as those with between 500,000 and 1 million people.  Seasons (2003) 

and Simard & Simard (2005) in examining Canada’s mid sized cities have used the 

population definition of 50,000 to 500,000 inhabitants. Even this unit of classification has 

issues in an Australian context. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) refers to Urban 

Centres, these are places that are formed by contiguous built-up areas, and to Statistical 

Districts which are more often inclusive of the surrounding suburban and exurban areas. For 

the purpose of exploring these concepts in this paper we have relied on the category 

Statistical Districts and used the latest 2006 census data, along with the 2008 population 

estimates. Table 1 lists all of Australia’s Statistical Districts and Major Statistical Regions with 

a population of over 50,000 at the 1996, 2001 or 2006 census (with some cities at or near this 

threshold included). 
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Table 1: Population 1996-2006 (Statistical Districts and Major Statistical Regions) 

Statistical Districts and 

Major Statistical Regions 1996 2001 2006 

Average Annual 

Growth 1996-2006 

Sydney  3,741,290 3,997,321 4,148,571 1.04 

Melbourne  3,138,147 3,366,542 3,592,766 1.36 

Brisbane  1,468,617 1,605,650 1,782,973 1.96 

Perth 1,244,320 1,339,993 1,444,502 1.50 

Adelaide 1,045,196 1,072,585 1,102,844 0.54 

Total Metro 10,637,570 11,382,091 12,071,656 1.27 

     

Gold Coast-Tweed 419,376 494,357 565,705 3.04 

Newcastle  449,772 470,610 489,599 0.85 

Canberra-Queanbeyan  334,117 351,998 373,084 1.11 

Wollongong  246,795 257,510 261,862 0.59 

Sunshine Coast  166,549 193,222 227,168 3.15 

Hobart 189,944 191,169 198,946 0.46 

Geelong  146,166 151,851 159,252 0.86 

Townsville  123,031 135,142 148,414 1.89 

Cairns  121,036 126,364 143,439 1.71 

Darwin 99,601 109,419 117,332 1.65 

Toowoomba  97,199 105,302 114,324 1.64 

Launceston  95,982 95,604 99,105 0.32 

Albury-Wodonga 88,702 91,675 96,096 0.80 

Ballarat  76,509 80,045 84,658 1.02 

Bendigo  71,429 75,839 81,160 1.29 

Burnie-Devonport  75,788 73,682 75,679 -0.01 

Mackay  60,703 63,145 72,685 1.82 

Latrobe Valley  71,693 71,088 72,002 0.04 

Rockhampton  66,036 67,509 69,966 0.58 

Mandurah  47,115 55,081 65,233 3.31 

Bundaberg  53,549 55,998 61,439 1.38 

Bunbury  40,509 46,913 53,888 2.89 

Wagga Wagga  50,598 50,634 53,088 0.48 

Hervey Bay  37,951 41,890 51,755 3.15 

Coffs Harbour  43,149 46,338 49,228 1.33 

Mildura  40,644 44,194 46,616 1.38 

Total Medium Cities 3,313,943 3,546,579 3,831,723  1.46 

Shepparton  39,694 42,749 43,999 1.03 

Gladstone  37,509 39,003 43,634 1.52 

Tamworth  39,065 40,878 42,791 0.92 

Port Macquarie  33,999 38,288 40,616 1.79 

Source: ABS Time Series Profile (Enumerated Population)  
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The inclusion of cities over 40,000 at the 1996, 2001 or 2006 census is to accommodate the 

rapid growth of a number of centres during that period that had a population of over 50,000 by 

2006 and to recognise cities that were close to but below 50,000 at 2006 and may well have 

now exceeded 50,000. The use of any arbitrary cut off population level has some issues. For 

instance strict application of the category 500,000 persons as the upper limit in terms of the 

definition would include Newcastle with its 2006 Statistical District population of 489,599, but 

exclude it in 2008 with an estimated population in 2008 of 531,191 (and an urban centre 

population in 2006 of only 288,732). This would suggest that Newcastle is no longer a 

medium sized city in the Australian context and instead should be seen as being in the same 

category as the five metropolitan areas, the smallest of which (Adelaide) has a population of 

about 1.1 million.  

At the lower end of the scale, selecting 50,000 people as a cut off point reveals some 

problems as there some centres that were just below 50,000 people at the 2006 census, 

including rapidly growing centres such as Port Macquarie, Mildura and Coffs Harbour. With 

current rates of growth, and with some further three years of population increase at the same 

rate, the population of these centres most likely already population is over 50,000, particularly 

if their growing exurban populations are included.  

The other issue is one of definition. Are urban centres that are arguably part of an extended 

metropolitan area ‘separate cities’? This is a particularly the case in South-East Queensland 

with centres such the Gold Coast and Sunshine Coast listed by ABS as separate but 

increasingly (including in a policy setting) part of a South East Queensland metropolitan 

region. Similar issues arise with Mandurah in Western Australia. 

In order to resolve these definitional issues this paper includes all places listed by ABS as 

separate city regions (Statistical Districts) even those where there may be some conjecture 

as to whether they are a separate urban centre or part of an extended metropolitan area or a 

peri-urban area. Secondly it includes a number of cities where the population at the 2006 

census was close to 50,000 and the contemporary estimated growth rate (see Table 2) is 

likely to have lifted the population to over 50,000 now or in the immediate future therefore 

Port Macquarie, Mildura and Shepparton are included for this discussion.   
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Australia’s Growing Medium Sized Cities 

Using the definition we have applied there are 26 medium sized cities in Australia. At the 

2006 census they had a total population of 3.8 million which represented 19.2% of Australia’s 

population. That proportion represented a small gain from 2001 where those same cities had 

18.9% of the Australian population. Even though this change is marginal, in a five year 

interval, it represents a shift which if it continued would mean that in a relatively short period 

such places in total will have a figure approaching one quarter of Australia’s population. Given 

that the five major cities are growing their share of the nation’s population the proportional 

growth of medium sized cities is at the expense of the proportional share of many urban 

places with smaller populations.  

Growth rates across these medium sized cities varied significantly between 1996 and 2006, 

with the three fastest growing centres of Hervey Bay, Mandurah and Sunshine Coast 

experiencing an average annual change of 3.31%, 3.15% and 3.14% respectively. In contrast 

Burnie-Devonport experienced a modest average annual population loss of 0.01%, although 

more recent estimates suggest very modest growth.  Twelve of these medium cities 

increased their population at rates greater than that of the five metropolitan cities of Australia. 

This is similar to findings in the United States where Vey and Forman (2002) found medium-

sized cities generally grew faster in population than the largest cities during the 1990s. US 

comparisons are difficult because of the ten year gap in the taking of the US census. Vey and 

Forman found that growth among the 100 medium-sized cities in the US that they surveyed 

was highly uneven. Twenty-eight medium-sized cities grew by more than 20 percent, while 25 

cities lost population or did not grow at all from 1990 to 2000. 

While size range may indicate some common comparison points the range of sizes displayed 

is significant and the economic and structural base of these cities varies significantly. For 

example five selected cities; Canberra, Cairns, Darwin, Hobart and Wagga Wagga, illustrate 

considerable diversity in role, function, growth, profile and performance even with a superficial 

analysis of their location, economy and role.  

The location of the 26 medium sized cities, (see Map 1) indicate that they can be grouped into 

a number of spatial and typological categories. 
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Map 1: Australian Medium Sized Cities 
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Of the total of 26 medium cities only 8 are inland and of these only Canberra-Queanbeyan is 

within the 10 largest by population.  Seven are located along the Queensland coast, and with 

the exception of Darwin, Mandurah (arguably Mandurah is increasingly an outer suburb of 

Perth) and Bunbury, none are further west than Mildura. Medium sized cities are an east 

coast phenomenon in Australia. With the exception of Canberra with its special role, of those 

cities that are inland only Albury-Wodonga and Wagga Wagga (and the growing city of 

Mildura which is likely to meet the 50,000 limit by the 2011 census) are sufficiently inland or 

distant from either the coast or a metropolitan area that they can be said to be ‘true’ inland 

cities. That is their primary role is to service a traditional inland rural and regional 

constituency. Even cities along the coast have diversified into roles such as tourism and 

export ports. It’s not so much that Australia’s major inland cities have declined significantly in 

population - most have grown albeit slowly - it’s just that coastal centres have overtaken them 

numerically because of sustained growth over recent decades (O’Connor et al 2001, Budge 

and Butt, 2007).    

The identification of these cities has demonstrated the dynamic nature of medium sized cities 

in an Australian context.  The Gold Coast has ‘moved out’ of that category (upper limit 0.5m) 
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at the 2006 census, while Hervey Bay moved into this definition and continues to grow 

rapidly. On current growth rates Coffs Harbour appears to have reached the 50,000 

population mark (see Table 2) as has Mildura.  Whereas recent population estimates suggest 

that Newcastle has reached half a million residents. Even though the current population of 

Gold Coast-Tweed and Newcastle mean that they have now moved out of the classification 

as a medium sized city that we have used in this paper, the considerable size gap between 

them and the smallest of the five metropolitan (large) cities (Adelaide) remains. Hence 

contextualising these as medium sized cities remains relevant and useful, even though both 

of these cities increasingly appear to be likely to form a recognisable part of larger city 

regions (SEQ and the Greater Sydney region respectively) in the coming decades.  Cities 

also change rankings in terms of size over the time period we have examined. For instance 

Sunshine Coast overtook Hobart, while Ballarat and Bendigo overtook Burnie-Devonport in 

the 1996 to 2006 period.  

The analysis of enumerated population levels and growth rates in the period 1996 to 2006 

indicates that the total population of medium sized cities grew by 1.46% per year, this 

compared with 1.27% for the Australia’s five metropolitan cities. It should be noted that Gold 

Coast-Tweed, Sunshine Coast and Mandurah accounted for 42% of that total growth and all 

three are performing roles that are increasingly linked to greater metropolitan regions. In 

contrast to this rapid growth is Burnie-Devonport which appears to have a stable population. 

Although the Latrobe Valley barely grew it showed a remarkable turn of fortunes compared 

with trends in the 1990s. The five largest medium sized cities between them increased their 

population by close to 300,000 during the 1996 – 2006 period and this accounted for 56% of 

all the growth of all of the medium-sized cities. Significant growth rates (above 1.5% per 

annum) in medium-sized cities occurred in Townsville, Cairns, Darwin, Toowoomba and 

Bunbury. There are distinct spatial patterns with growth focused in extended peri-urban 

regions of the largest metropolitan centres and growth in the coastal subtropics. Inland cities 

generally experienced modest growth with only Toowoomba experiencing above 1.6% per 

annum. In fact the population of the eight inland cities only grew by 98,000 in total or 1.03% 

per year over the decade. Improved road and rail connections between inland cities and 

metropolitan areas have increased their functional relationship with metropolitan areas. Four 
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of these inland cities; Toowoomba, Ballarat, Bendigo and Latrobe Valley, are within 150 

kilometres of a metropolitan area.  

Table 2 provides the updated figures presented in Table 1 based on the 2008 ABS estimated 

population. While trends identified in the 1996 – 2006 decade continued, many cities such as 

Mackay, Bunbury and Hervey Bay accelerated their growth rates.  

Table 2: Estimated Population 2001-2008 (Statistical Districts and Major Statistical Regions) 

Statistical Districts and Major 

Statistical Regions 2001 2006 2008 

Average Annual 

Growth 2001-2008 

Gold Coast-Tweed  438,136 524,288 558,888 3.5 

Newcastle  492,549 517,511 531,191 1.1 

Canberra-Queanbeyan 360,537 381,498 395,126 1.3 

Wollongong  269,597 277,984 284,169 0.8 

Sunshine Coast  186,391 224,059 237,562 3.5 

Hobart 197,282 205,481 209,287 0.8 

Geelong  159,503 167,718 172,300 1.1 

Townsville  134,073 153,249 162,730 2.8 

Cairns  112,932 131,636 142,001 3.3 

Toowoomba  109,449 121,861 125,339 2.0 

Darwin 106,842 114,362 120,652 1.8 

Launceston  98,526 103,364 104,649 0.9 

Albury-Wodonga  95,621 100,490 102,894 1.1 

Ballarat  83,599 88,451 91,787 1.3 

Bendigo  79,673 84,883 88,031 1.4 

Mackay  64,767 77,523 81,148 3.3 

Burnie-Devonport  77,480 79,944 81,144 0.7 

Mandurah  59,752 71,917 78,612 4.0 

Latrobe Valley  74,996 76,291 78,531 0.7 

Rockhampton  67,369 73,246 75,497 1.6 

Bundaberg  56,806 63,392 66,176 2.2 

Bunbury (WA) 50,008 58,350 63,202 3.4 

Wagga Wagga  52,120 54,940 56,911 1.3 

Hervey Bay  39,599 50,864 56,165 5.1 

Coffs Harbour  46,099 49,919 51,538 1.6 

Mildura  45,294 47,698 49,280 1.2 

Gladstone  39,100 45,607 48,796 3.2 

Shepparton  44,876 46,417 47,710 0.9 

Tamworth  42,510 44,416 45,615 1.0 

Port Macquarie  38,130 41,252 42,900 1.7 

Source: ABS Estimated Population  

The geographical distribution of medium sized cities and particularly their growth is 

increasingly a coastal subtropical phenomenon focused on Queensland and northern NSW 
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(O’Connor, Stimson and Daly 2001). Growth in Queensland dominated and in fact it is the 

growth of medium sized cities in Queensland that has produced a real geographical shift in 

the distribution of the population located in Australia’s medium sized cities. From 1996 the 

eight coastal medium sized cities in that state grew by close to 300,000 people or 2.4% per 

year.  While it is dominated numerically by the Gold Coast, Sunshine Coast and Hervey Bay 

other cities like Cairns, Townsville and Mackay grew strongly. With a combined population of 

1.3 million in 2006 Queensland’s medium sized cities represent a third of the population of 

Australia’s medium sized cities, and they have been growing their share since 1996.  More 

recent population estimates (Table 2) confirm this trend, with smaller centres like Gladstone 

and Hervey Bay continuing to grow at considerable rates.   

Internal Migration 

Mobility and movement within and between Australian cities and regions has increasingly 

focussed on medium cities whether as locations drawing populations from rural regions 

experiencing restructure (Budge 2006) or as a consequence of amenity migration from larger 

cities (Burnley and Murphy 2004). Coastal Queensland and coastal NSW have long been the 

major focus of ‘sea change’ trends in Australia (Burnley and Murphy 2004, Gurran and 

Blakely 2007).  Movement into the coastal towns in Queensland between 2001 and 2006 from 

interstate and overseas was considerable. According to an analysis of census results 

undertaken for this paper in that five year period almost 30,000 people moved into the 

Sunshine Coast from outside of Queensland (compared to 23,000 from within Queensland) 

and almost 15,000 people for each of Townsville and Cairns. Table 3 provides a breakdown 

of inward population movement 2001 to 2006 from interstate and overseas for Queensland 

medium sized cities. Smaller cities such as Rockhampton and Mackay also exhibited inward 

migration from interstate of about 10% of their respective total populations in that period, 

although outward migration also occurred in these highly mobile communities.   



Page 14 of 21 

Table 3: Inward Population Movement 2001-2006 (Queensland Statistical Districts) 

Statistical District From Interstate From Overseas Population 2006 
Gold Coast-Tweed* 53,372 28,788 565,705  
Sunshine Coast 19,775 9,294 227,168  
Townsville 11,451 3,884 148,414  
Cairns 10,403 5,222 143,439  
Toowoomba 5,590 3,305 114,324  
Mackay 4,208 1,789 72,685  
Rockhampton 2,217 1,269 69,966  
Bundaberg 3,614 1,007 61,439  
Hervey Bay 6,151 1,109 51,755  
Gladstone 2,530 909 43,634  

Source: ABS Usual Residence Population Custom Table (*’Interstate excludes 2001 Richmond Tweed Residents)  

 

In coastal NSW a slightly different pattern emerges, with less growth generated from 

interstate and more locally (mostly Sydney) sourced population migration. For example, 

between 2001 and 2006, 2,951 people were recorded as moving to Coffs Harbour from 

interstate, while 5,399 relocated from other parts of NSW – including 899 from inland NSW 

and 2,866 from Sydney.   

Victoria exhibits a different pattern of medium sized cities to that of other states; with the 

exception of Geelong they are all inland cities. They provide a case study to explore patterns 

of movement and indications of the drivers of population change without the sea change 

overtones that appears to be dominant in New South Wales and Queensland.  Cities such as 

Geelong, and increasingly Ballarat, Bendigo and Latrobe Valley, are part of an expanding 

metropolitan region recognised at a policy level in Melbourne 2030 and Melbourne@5million; 

the metropolitan area’s strategic planning policies - and through consideration of growth and 

commuting patterns (Buxton et al 2008, Budge and Butt 2009).  Victoria’s medium sized cities 

also include more typically rural centres such as Albury-Wodonga, Mildura and Shepparton 

where modest but steady growth can be seen in the context of rural restructure, particularly 

food production and processing, water shortages and ‘sponge city’ trends (Budge 2006, 

Alexander and Mercer 2007).).  While coastal, lifestyle growth is evident in Victoria it is 

centred on smaller cities and towns rather than the development of larger cities, although 

growth in Warrnambool (population approximately 33,000) has remained steady for a number 

of years.   
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In Victoria, growth in medium sized cities has been generated from the contracting 

populations of surrounding rural regions, other regional centres and from Melbourne, with 

minimal mass interstate movement to these locations (Budge and Butt 2009).  Melbourne was 

the source of up to a half of inward movements recorded in the census between 2001 and 

2006 into Ballarat and Geelong from beyond their respective regions.  See Table 4, which 

shows the inward population movement of people in Victoria 2001 to 2006 by Statistical 

Districts. Of course these movements, like those in coastal Queensland and NSW, are 

connected with characteristics including age, with strong inward movements among older 

populations.   

Table 4: Inward Population Movement (Origin) 2001-2006 (Vic Statistical Districts) 

 Origin 

Statistical Districts Melbourne 
Interstate/ 
Overseas 

Other Regional 
Victoria 

Geelong 5,029 7,327 27,685 
Ballarat 3,297 3,460 7,416 
Mildura  993 4,034 1,740 
Bendigo 3,217 3,461 7,030 
Shepparton 1,197 2,433 3,202 
Wodonga* 943 4,341 2,284 
Latrobe Valley 2,464 2,553 3,073 

Source: ABS Usual Residence Population Custom Table (* Excludes Albury)  

Ballarat, Bendigo, Geelong, Wodonga and Warrnambool were the only locations in Victoria 

outside of Melbourne where the 2006 census recorded a net inward movement of people 

aged 15-25 between 2001 and 2006.  In contrast, a number of smaller towns and regional 

areas recorded net inward movements of people aged over 55 years, and in a number of 

otherwise declining rural areas net gain in older people from Melbourne was recorded.   

The Context of Growth 

The recently released Relocated Residents Survey (August 2009) undertaken in Victoria 

identifies that moving to regional Victoria has been an overwhelmingly positive experience for 

those surveyed. Those who have relocated could identify clear strong levels of satisfaction 

and benefits associated with lifestyle in regional Victoria and regional city living in particular. 

Factors such as high levels of liveability and lifestyle were seen as distinct advantages of 

regional Victoria. In contrast the release from the stress associated with living in Melbourne 
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with factors such as traffic and what was termed ’hustle and bustle’ were seen as positive 

gains. There are reported strong intentions to stay in regional Victoria. Importantly, health and 

education facilities and services were seen as important in attracting people, while proximity 

to a regional city was a strong factor. These reported factors contribute to the concept that 

there may be a different form of agenda emerging in regional centres and medium sized 

cities. 

Bell and Jayne (2003) sought to address whether smaller scale cities had a distinct urban and 

policy agenda. They particularly applied this to the UK although the series of articles they 

presented stretched well beyond that country.  In the UK they were referring to cities in the 

range 100,000 to 250,000 scale. They suggested that these third tier cities possess a dual 

planning agenda.  On one hand they aspire to take on a similar agenda to that of larger cities 

but in reality often become mired in the mundane.  They contend that third tier cities have 

been seen to ape the agenda of larger cities in what they suggest is a vain attempt to 

promote their own self importance, as much because this is what they assess the ‘planning 

agenda’ to actually be (Budge and Butt 2007). In an Australian context a number of cities 

seek to project themselves in ways that reflect these observations such as; ‘Bendigo - live 

your potential’, ‘Newcastle - Great Place, Great Lifestyle, Great Future, ‘Wollongong - City of 

Innovation’ and ‘Hobart - the way life should be’  

Bell and Jayne suggest that such cities need to identify a distinct identity that will not only 

relate to size but also to the role they play and the specific issues such cities face.  The 

problem that Bell and Jayne identified for such cities is that such an agenda is not of sufficient 

importance or prestige to be considered important enough to support its research or 

discussion. Allan and Carthew (2005) contended in a detailed examination of the urban 

planning agenda of Bendigo and also observations of other regional centres in Victoria that 

“there has been a major shift in emphasis in regional city strategic planning in the last 5-7 

years, away from a supply-demand, land-use planning approach to one that takes account of 

internal and external factors that influence planning as a result of globalisation, popularisation 

and standardisation of urban design, and importantly for Victoria, action to contain threats to 

physical and urban environments”. The final point seems all the more significant in the light of 
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the bushfire events of February 2009. 

The concept of a separate ‘medium-city’ urban planning policy agenda has not been tested in 

any systematic way.  If it was demonstrated that there has been a significant shift in the urban 

agenda of regional or medium sized cities the prominence and scale of metropolitan planning 

in policy and literature would appear to so overshadow this as to make such an agenda 

appear irrelevant.  Bell and Jayne found, as have others have found in examining such cities, 

that there is a dearth of literature and research about these smaller cities. The absence of 

research on medium-sized cities limits the capacity for an established identity in planning 

policy and for the lessons of these cities to be in any way transferred or related to a 

metropolitan or sub-metropolitan agenda.  

Budge and Butt (2007) found that the third tier cities they examined (cities between 80,000 

and 150,000), fell broadly into one of two types; either they were ‘always’ in the context of 

Australian cities such as the ‘older’ cities (Ballarat, Bendigo, Launceston) or they have started 

relatively late or were comparatively small for a long period of time and have grown very 

rapidly in recent years (Cairns, Hervey Bay, Mandurah, Sunshine Coast). The analysis of the 

expanded definition of 50,000 to 500,000 persons produces a similar conclusion. Significantly 

such a two part observation can be made regardless of size. There are old well-established 

cities at the top end of the scale in terms of size together with ‘new’ cities and a similar 

situation exists at the other end of the size range.  

Structural change is another core characteristic of many medium sized cities, with very 

substantial shifts from ‘old economies’ with concentrations in iron and steel, textiles and other 

manufacturing, to ‘new economies’ in areas such as regional services, administration, 

recreation, tourism and retirement. In many of the larger cities their role in supporting a major 

university has become a significant element in their economy and their structural adjustment, 

a situation similar to North America (Lederer and Seasons 2005). Cities such as Newcastle, 

Wollongong and Townsville have reinforced new identities around the core strengths of their 

universities, many other medium sized cities are growing their profile through their university 

such as Wagga Wagga, Geelong, Ballarat and Toowoomba while Canberra’s role with the 

Australian National University is a distinct international element. A number medium sized 
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cities have built a stronger role around a university presence by being a campus of a multi 

campus institution such as Albury and Wodonga (not Albury/Wodonga!), Bendigo and 

Launceston.   

Significantly medium sized cities are almost exclusively within one local government 

jurisdiction. In terms of planning they have overcome one of the limitations that metropolitan 

areas have in terms of coordinated land use planning with their multiple local government 

jurisdictions. The concept of developing a holistic ‘master plan’ to deal with the strategic 

planning agenda is on the one hand easier in medium sized cities because the local level 

constituency is more evident and able to be bought around the table. 

Another theme pursued in recent literature in respect to medium sized cities is the critical role 

of their downtown areas. Walker (2009) identifies that the much narrower role of the 

downtown in smaller cities leaves them much more vulnerable to economic restructuring and 

in greater need of civic intervention to ensure their survival. Burayidi (2001) also analyses 

downtowns (city centres) of smaller cities within the broader context of the role and urban 

agenda of such cities and finds that there is a distinctive difference in the forces that shape 

the downtown of these smaller cities versus those of the large urban centres or their suburbs. 

Typically parochialism and ‘small town’ issues more quickly rise to the surface and many of 

the smaller medium sized cities find it difficult to lift their planning policy debate above 

‘boosterism’ and local landowner interests. Similar to overseas the policy agenda in 

Australian medium sized cities has little if any impact on national urban policy research or 

agenda formation. In turn national urban planning and policy agenda items often seem 

irrelevant from the perspective of these medium sized cities.  

With about one in five Australians now living in medium sized cities they appear to have 

collectively at least to have reached a size such that they are worthy of determining whether 

they have their own research agenda. Cities like Gold Coast, Newcastle and Canberra are 

already the subject of their own distinct urban research at both the local and national level 

and grouping them with much smaller cities may not be appropriate. In contrast many of the 

smaller medium sized cities are in some respects not much more than big country towns.  
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Clearly, many of these cities are becoming increasingly important within the population and 

settlement hierarchy in Australia.  While fragmented examples of an emergent and different 

planning agenda for these cities exists, clearly further and detailed research on individual 

cities is required to determine whether a common planning agenda across them exists, and 

the scope for this to contribute to metropolitan-scale policy and planning. The paper 

concludes with an invitation to any persons who want to make contact with the authors to 

explore whether there is an agenda and work to presenting what would be a trilogy of papers 

on this topic with a follow up at SOAC in 2011.  

Conclusions 

Medium sized Australian cities are home to nearly twenty per cent of the Australian 

population and the proportion of Australians living in such cities is growing. The spatial 

distribution of these cities is concentrated along Australia’s east coast and increasingly their 

growth is about cities that are peripheral to the major metropolitan areas. The drivers of this 

population growth are manifold, however a number of key themes emerge relating to the 

function of these locations and perception of liveability (and perhaps affordability).  In 

particular the cities that are growing are doing so as a result of broader economic structural 

and demographic shifts at the national level. In this sense much of their urban policy and 

planning agenda is similar to that of the metropolitan areas and there is an argument to 

include them further in the research agenda around Australia’s cities, which currently focuses 

on the five metropolitan areas. On the other hand the day to day urban agenda of Australia’s 

medium sized cities is a reflection of their localness and their day to day survival which is 

peppered by minor issues of resource allocation and has little to contribute to ‘true’ urban 

research and policy.  
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