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Executive Summary 

 Research relating to Theme 2 was the least represented of the four themes in the research database – 

RAISED. Perhaps just 10 per cent of the research items related to Theme 2 – Realising Opportunities. 

 Conversely, based on our summation of the stakeholder consultations, Theme 2 covers the issues most in 

demand by policy makers. So of all four themes, Theme 2 has the largest gap between demand for and 

availability of research and knowledge products. 

 We found few examples of literature that effectively ‘showed the way’ to realising opportunity and which 

provide evidence or recommendations as to how potential had been successfully realised in a way that could 

be in any sense replicated.  

 The demand for research on Theme 2 is essentially in two parts. The first part relates to macro-level, generic 

and systematised pathways to realising opportunity. That relates to concepts such as drivers of change. That 

could be anything from leadership to a new technology. The second part relates to location- and event-

specific evidence of instances of realised opportunities. This could be in the form of case studies or evaluations 

of successfully realised opportunities. There is a need to focus at both levels. 

 Further, research on this topic needs to calibrate its work between the two main forms of realised opportunity. 

One type is where policy has played a huge and leading part, for instance, the water buy-backs in the 

Murray Darling Basin and the wide-ranging implications (and opportunities) catalysed by that reform process. 

Another example of this type might be the Northern Territory National Emergency Response. The other type is 

where non-policy forces – the growth of China, or new technologies – have initiated the realisation of new 

opportunities, and where the role of policy is much more modest, for instance, seeking to maximise the spread 

of benefits, or minimise environmental consequences. 
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1. Introduction 

The Regional Australia Institute (RAI) has undertaken a Stocktake of Regional Research project. One component of 

the project requires a literature review to be prepared for each of RAI’s four themes, namely:  

 Theme 1 – Position and Potential: potential for new growth and prosperity in each region; 

 Theme 2 – Realising Opportunities: understand how opportunities for growth and development can 

translate into tangible benefits for regions; 

 Theme 3 – Successful Transitions: develop better strategies for communities in transition to enable them to 

cope with change; and 

 Theme 4 – Better Services and Engagement: better ways of engaging regional communities and delivering 

services. 

 

This literature review addresses Theme 2 – Realising Opportunities. Theme 2 follows closely from Theme 1 and 

seeks to identify processes, systems, policies and patterns that help turn identified potential into real outcomes. 
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2. Appreciation of Theme 2 

While Theme 1 focuses on understanding position and defining potential, Theme 2 focuses on how to turn potential 

opportunities into realised opportunities. Research under Theme 2 will look at ways of realising opportunities for 

future development that are present in different regions around the country. This will include both specific sectoral 

examples e.g., ways of encouraging the benefits of mining sector investment to flow into other sectors of the 

economy, as well as broader structural opportunities, for example, exporting food into countries with burgeoning 

middle classes, such as China. Such research will need to examine the costs and benefits for individual regions and 

for the nation as a whole, the different views on the effects on the community, as well as the policy settings, and 

local and industry strategies that can help regional areas gain the most from new opportunities. 

Examples of particular issues raised in consultations in relation to realising opportunities included the concepts of 

wealth transfers (geographic and inter-generational), opportunity costs and crowding out of other forms of 

investment or change. For example, environmental restrictions in the Wild Rivers area of north Queensland may be 

perceived by some groups as an ‘opportunity realisation’ while simultaneously being seen by other groups as a 

wealth negative transfer and an opportunity wasted. Another example is that major public sector initiatives in 

relatively well-endowed regions may crowd out private sector investment that won’t then be allocated to other 

locations where risk to capital is slightly higher for which public capital might have a higher tolerance level than 

private capital. 

During stakeholder consultations we obtained the sense that Theme 2 is probably of most acute interest to policy 

makers. Most policy makers, driven by imperatives from administrative and political leaders, are looking for ways 

to turn potential into reality or to at least be seen trying and not wanting to make any missteps along the way. 

They are looking for case studies, tools, evidence, systems and approaches. Perversely, despite this theme being in 

greatest demand, as we explain below, this theme has attracted the least amount of research attention. 
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3. The stock of research 

The Stocktake of Regional Research project produced the database of relevant research – RAISED. In excess of 

1500 research items and knowledge products were captured by the search strings and consultation processes and 

then successfully passed through a filtering process. 

Perhaps just 10 per cent of the total stock of all research items captured in RAISED in some way relate to Theme 2. 

Figure 1 depicts coverage of Theme 2 relative to the other three RAI research themes and reveals that Theme 2 

has the least amount of coverage of all four themes in RAISED by a considerable margin. 

 

 

Figure 1: Extent of RAISED coverage – by theme 
 

A number of research items captured in RAISED relate to the general idea of realising opportunities. Some 

examples are: 

 ‘Rockhampton Regional Industry Profile: identifying opportunities for innovation clustering’ 

 ‘Myth busting rural labour shortages: A market segmentation approach reveals new recruitment opportunities’ 

 ‘The Mining Boom: Challenges and Opportunities for Small Business in Regional South Australia’ 

 ‘Understanding, Enhancing and Managing for Social Resilience at the Regional Scale: Opportunities in North 

Queensland’ 

 ‘Back to the land: with the end of the mining boom, farming and food production offer renewed opportunities 

for economic development in regional Australia’ 

 ‘Creating inclusive rural communities: grass roots perspectives on the opportunities and challenges’ 

 ‘Australia’s regional cities and towns: modelling community opportunity and vulnerability’ 

 

We found few examples of literature that effectively ‘showed the way’ to realising opportunity or which provide 

evidence or recommendations as to how potential had been successfully realised in the past in a way that could 

be replicated.  

The absence of significant knowledge of this process or pathway was evident from discussions with a number of 

policy makers who lamented they lacked confidence in using an evidence-based approach in order to chart a way 

forward to realise opportunities and, in many ways, were worried about making policy missteps.  
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Some of the few examples include: 

 ‘Assessing Poverty and Inequality at a Detailed Regional Level: New Advances in Spatial Microsimulation’ 

 ‘Did Labour Market Programs Reduce Unemployment in Australia’s Regions?’ 

 ‘Helping Hands to Grow Small Towns: The Role of Town Coordinators in Facilitating Change’ 
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4. Does the research literature respond 

to Theme 2 issues and research 

questions? 

Although Theme 2 is pitched broadly to determine the general characteristics of successful efforts to realise 

potential, such research work will necessarily consider various specific opportunities, whether they be sector- or 

location-specific. Theme 2 cited a couple of examples for consideration. 

The expansion of the coal seam gas industry  

RAISED captured just one report on this topic, although our search of grey literature is continuing. 

 ‘Scoping Study - Mining and Coal Seam Gas Development’ 

 

Interestingly, the report was commissioned by a Regional Development Authority in order to try to take advantage 

of the opportunities presented by the advent of the coal seam gas industry. 

Faster broadband services  

RAISED captured just one report on this topic, although our search of grey literature is continuing. 

Mining developments and the implications for different regions of labour mobility and fly-in, fly-out/drive-in, 

drive-out workforces 

The issue of FIFO was pervasive in discussions in Queensland and Western Australia and frequently emerged in 

response to the online survey. The Systematic Review Protocol search strings did not capture any work on FIFO, but 

the search of grey literature did. For example, the House Standing Committee on Regional Australia’s Inquiry into 

the Use of ‘Fly-In Fly-Out’ (FIFO) workforce practices in regional Australia received 226 submissions, and a report 

will become available once it is tabled in Parliament.  

What are the most important opportunities for economic growth in regions?  

The Beer, Maude and Pritchard book from 2003, Developing Australia’s Regions, delved into this theme, asking 

‘Moving Forward: What Can Regions Do?’ Beer et al discussed approaches such as product differentiation, rural 

cooperation and marketing, developing regional identify to add value, regional business strategies, business 

incubators and more.  

The 2006 work by the OECD, The New Rural Paradigm, also discusses new approaches for rural development, 

noting:1 

The shift away from one sector (agriculture) policy towards an integrated approach to rural 

development translates into increased attention towards at least four critical policy areas: 1) transport 

and ICT infrastructure development; 2) public service provision; 3) valorisation of rural amenities 

(natural and cultural); and 4) rural enterprise promotion (including SME development and SME 

financing). 

While these works delve into the issue of the most important opportunities for economic growth in regions, they are 

quite high level, and are not accompanied by a large amount of research that takes the concepts of these works 

to a more localised, context-specific level.  

                                                      
1 OECD (2006) The New Rural Paradigm: Policies and Governance, p. 60.  

http://www.regionalaustralia.org.au/administrator/index.php?option=com_zoo&controller=item&changeapp=4&task=edit&cid%5b%5d=1308
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Which regions have significant unrealised potential?  

No comparative research was found on this topic, although the idea was often floated in discussions. The proposed 

competitiveness index may assist with this. 

What industry or government policy changes could be made to increase the benefits that flow to regional 

communities from these opportunities?  

The bulk of research that possibly responds to this question was in the area of service delivery. This is broadly 

considered the main public dividend as a result of government policy changes that can flow to these regional 

communities from some sort of specific realised opportunity. Some local governments are actively looking at ways 

of capturing more local benefits by acquiring greater rights in relation to major investment or transformation 

initiatives. In relation to the resources sector in remote localities, these include, for example, higher local airport 

taxes, stipulations in relation to road usage, different property levies on non-permanent housing and so on. 

What are the costs of development and how can these be effectively managed?  

There were a large number of research items that dealt with this general topic. By and large, however, in relation 

to realising opportunities, most policy makers were looking for more specific hard-nosed evidence to give them 

confidence in decision-making. 
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5. Stakeholder future research topics 

The online and stakeholder consultation processes identified over 300 future research priorities among RAI’s 

stakeholders. A number of these are related to Theme 2. A separate addendum report will provide advice to RAI 

on the general findings of the consultation process on future research. Some examples of future research topics 

mentioned by stakeholders that relate to Theme 2 include: 

 Visioning processes in regional Australia (for example, we were informed that this year in Tasmania there 

were 31 ‘community conversations’ to map ways of realising opportunities) 

 What are the best ways for regional towns to expand? 

 Examining securitisation options to leverage value from customary land rights 

 Making regional Australia a world centre for renewable energy production 

 How will the NBN help regional communities realise opportunities? 

 If FIFO is a preferred option in a given mining location, what are the best ways to capture the value of that at 

a local level? 
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6. Gaps and suggested research topics 

As noted above, research relating to Theme 2 was the least represented of the four themes in RAISED, with just 10 

per cent of the research items related to Theme 2. Conversely, based on our summation of the stakeholder 

consultations, Theme 2 covers the issues most in demand by policy makers. So of all four themes, Theme 2 has the 

largest gap between demand for and availability of research and knowledge products. 

 

 

Figure 2: Gaps between coverage in RAISED and assessed policy maker interest 

 

Of the many senior policy makers we spoke to on the idea of realising opportunities, some spoke in terms of 

‘transformative opportunities’ and the importance of focusing on large-scale, nation-changing initiatives. Others 

spoke in more specific terms, for instance of the Darling Downs not taking advantage of its potential to be a large 

national centre, a home for both mining and food production on a massive scale, akin to the Texas Triangle of 

Austin, Houston, Dallas-Fort Worth and San Antonio. Conversely, stakeholders also did not speak of the National 

Broadband Network in this vein; they argued its nation-building benefits would be highly dispersed and raised 

concerns about its relative opportunity cost. Most discussions where the idea of transformative opportunities arose 

related to large localised initiatives. Examples included resource sector-driven change in Greater Gladstone, 

Pilbara Twin Cities, or the area around the Olympic Dam project. Researchers, on the other hand, were rather 

more interested in the underlying research relating to processes, mechanisms and drivers of change that help 

realise potential. This was only of passing interest to policy makers. 

Taking into account a) the stock of research captured in RAISED, b) the feedback in the online survey and c) the 

responses in the consultations, suggested research topics for Theme 2 include: 

 Identifying commonalities among the drivers of change (or high performance factors) for regional 

development – is it policy, endogenous drivers, exogenous shocks, technological imperatives or other? What, 

specifically, are they and how do they operate and what are the implications of these for policy makers at 

the local, state and federal levels? 

 Is there evidence that specific transformative opportunities produce significant, sustainable benefits for 

regional communities? If so, to what extent should policy makers focus on location- and industry-specific 
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initiatives? What guidance can be given to local governments about how to capture maximised sustainable 

benefits? 

 Gladstone is reportedly the world’s largest single destination at the moment for foreign direct investment. 

What is the best way for policy makers to help extend and maximise the benefits of this capital flow for 

community advantage? 

 Inter-generational benefits – what is the role of levies or taxation that are applied and credited to 

permanent funds designed to capture wealth for future generations of regional communities from current 

large-scale investment programs, particularly in the non-renewable sector? 

 Identified, assessed and specific opportunities to be realised from the ‘Asian Century’ i.e., a menu of 

opportunities, mindful of potential, differentiated by region and sector. 
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Annex A: Theme 2 – Realising 

Opportunities 

Opportunities for new prosperity and a better quality of life in regional Australia are diverse. They may flow 

from natural resources, geographical location, the knowledge, skills and ingenuity of a regions people, favourable 

economic outlook for key industries or an ability of a region to attract new citizens or investment.  

At the time of developing this research agenda a number of key opportunities were being discussed and debated 

in regional Australia including:  

 The expansion of the coal seam gas industry  

 Faster broadband services  

 Mining developments and the implications for different regions of labour mobility and fly-in, fly-out/drive-in, 

drive-out workforces  

 

Realising these opportunities is not always easy. It requires the harnessing of local resources and the cooperation 

of government and industry. Opportunity also brings change and has important trade-offs that need to be 

understood and managed effectively. 

Research under this priority will look in more detail at key opportunities for future development that are before 

different regions around the country. This will include examining the costs and benefits for regions and the nation, 

the different views on change and development in the community and the policy settings, local and industry 

strategies that can help regional areas to gain the most from new development.  

Research questions to be addressed by RAI’s research program: 

 What are the most important opportunities for economic growth in regions?  

 Which regions have significant unrealised potential?  

 What industry or government policy changes could be made to increase the benefits that flow to regional 

communities from these opportunities?  

 What are the costs of development and how can these be effectively managed?  


