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INTRODUCTION 

 

Thank you very much, Mayor of Geraldton Shane [Van Styn – 

please see below]. 

 

Good morning, ladies and gentlemen.  

 

I would first like to acknowledge: 

- The Wirundjeri people whose land we are meeting on and 

I pay my respects to elders past and present. 

- Local Mayoress Speedie, it’s always a pleasure to visit 

this vibrant city. 

- Shane Van Styn, the Chair of Regional Capitals Australia 

and his fellow members of the Regional Capitals 

Executive Board; 

 

- The Mayors and CEOs of Regional Capitals Australia; and  
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- My parliamentary colleagues, the Hon Julie Collins MP 

and Cathy McGowan MP. 

 
- Nationals candidate for Indi, Marty Corboy 

 

I am very pleased to address your 2016 conference, and my 

thanks for the invitation. Our regional capitals are key to the 

success of reverse migration. 

 

And if I can be parochial for a moment, I am glad that you are 

holding your event on the slightly better side of the Murray.  

 

I am of course here on behalf of Senator Fiona Nash, the 

Minister for Regional Development, and the Minister sends her 

regrets she could not be with you today.  
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She also asked me to convey her great appreciation, however, 

of your commitment to the progress of Australia’s regional 

cities, and of regional Australia generally. 

The Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull also wanted me to pass 

on his regards for a successful conference. 

 

Indeed, your enthusiasm is very much in the spirit of the 

Coalition Government’s own recognition of the importance of 

Australia’s cities, and I will come back to this matter in a few 

minutes.  

 

THE IMPORTANCE OF REGIONAL CITIES AND CENTRES  

 

Since 1922, Coalition governments have recognised that 

regional Australia is fundamentally important to the Nation’s 

economic growth, social progress, and national identity. 
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A group of MPs and Senators from the regions formed the 

Country Party and worked in Coalition ever since. We continue 

to back-up this recognition with policies and investments that 

are substantially helping regional progress.  

 

As with your own work, our efforts reflect some important 

realities.  

 

Regional Australia has an immense significance for the national 

economy including, of course, through the export earnings from 

our all-important agricultural and mining industries. 

 

However, as you know, regional economies are highly diverse 

systems that extend beyond these sectors. 

Indeed the Deloitte report ‘Beyond the Boom’ highlighted that 3 

out of the 5 key industries are located in the regions. 
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One of these is tourism. Regional Australia has a critical role in 

our tourism industry – with around 45 per cent of tourism 

expenditure generated outside the capitals.1  

 

And in today’s regional Australia, employment is heavily 

concentrated in the construction, education, health, and retail 

services sectors.  This concentration has itself favored the 

development of regional cities. 

 

A very good indicator of regional Australia’s shift into the 

service economy is that some 14 Australian universities have 

campuses in regional Australian cities – including four in my 

own State. 

 

These trends underline the importance of strong regional 

centres for stimulating regional growth and prosperity.  

																																																													
1	http://www.tourism.australia.com/documents/Markets/Report_WorkingwithTA_May14.pdf	(P.3)	
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They reflect an important transition within our regions as their 

centres of gravity have shifted from smaller towns towards 

larger cities. 

 

This transition has become particularly marked in recent 

decades.  

 

Over the last quarter century, many regional cities have 

experienced population growth comparable to — and in several 

cases exceeding—our capital cities – which I know is one of 

your key discussion points today. 
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While there are variations around the country, the average 

growth in regional cities with 30,000 persons was slightly 

stronger than our capital cities from 1991 to 2015.2  

 

This growth is a product of many economic, social and other 

factors  – including the economies of scale and the better 

access to services that larger population centres generate. 

 

This growth is also a very positive development – it opens the 

door for investors, businesses and their employees, and 

creates wide ranging opportunities for regional Australia.  

 

And this in turn benefits the wider national economy.   

 

																																																													
2	Based	on	Greater	Capitals	Cities	and	Significant	Urban	Areas	(SUAs)	for	regional	cities	of	over	30	000	persons	
from	ABS	Australian	historical	population	
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/3105.0.65.0012014?OpenDocument	and	Regional	
population	growth	
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/productsbyCatalogue/797F86DBD192B8F8CA2568A9001393CD?
OpenDocument		
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The shift to larger regional cities means that the efforts of 

regional Australians, and Australian governments at all levels, 

are likely to have a substantial focus on these centres into the 

future.  

 

However, one of the challenges for everyone engaged in the 

regional space is to ensure that our focus on regional centres 

and cities does not disadvantage other parts of their regions, or 

regional Australia as a whole. 

 

We will continue to need to approach regional cities in the full 

context of the needs of their particular regions, and regional 

Australia generally. 

 

THE AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENT’S COMMITMENTS TO 
REGIONAL AUSTRALIA 
 

The Coalition Government has taken a proactive approach to 

regional needs, and this incorporates many efforts.  
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They include: 

- our infrastructure investment in transport and 

communications projects and networks, including the 

NBN;  

- our investments in regional economic development 

through the National Stronger Regions Fund;  

- our development of the Northern Australia White Paper 

and its related initiatives; and  

- our work on other projects with great future potential such 

as the Inland Rail linking Melbourne and Brisbane. 

 

While we do not have time this morning for a full listing of all 

our efforts in these areas, I would like to give you a sense of 

their breadth. 

 

The Government is committed to ensuring Australia’s 

infrastructure can meet the demands of the 21st century and 
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beyond, including the need to stimulate economic growth and 

the prosperity and jobs it creates. 

 

An important part of this commitment involves the 

Government’s support for the 55 Regional Development 

Australia Committees, who work to grow stronger regions 

across the nation, with a particular focus on their economic 

development. 

 

The Government’s own infrastructure investments and land 

transport continue to enhance the vital linkages between 

regional centres and cities, and their national and international 

markets. 

 

Our $50 billion commitment to infrastructure investment through 

to 2019-20 is the largest by any Commonwealth government in 

Australia’s history.  
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We are investing in transformational infrastructure projects 

which sensibly balance the needs of all sections of the Nation, 

and create major opportunities for regional centres. 

 

We have a particular commitment to meeting the road needs of 

Regional Australia. It is how we get our products out and how 

we connect. 

 

Our investments include: 

- $6.7 billion to upgrade the Bruce Highway; 

- $5.6 billion to finally complete the duplication of the 

Pacific Highway from Hexham to the Queensland 

border within this decade; and 

- $378 million to upgrade Victoria's Western Highway and 

$ 359.56 million to upgrade the Princes Highway.  

 

Our focus on regional roads is also clear through our 

commitments under initiatives such as the Roads to Recovery 
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Programme, Bridges Renewal Programme, and Black Spot 

programmes.  These measures substantially assist the growth 

of regional cities and regional economies. 

 

Of course, regional infrastructure needs extend well beyond 

roads to the whole range of projects and systems that modern 

economies require.  

 

The National Stronger Regions Fund has already proved to be 

a major advance in meeting these needs. 

 

The Fund is providing $1 billion over five years to support 

priority economic infrastructure projects throughout Australia. 

 

The Fund has invested over $505 million in 162 successful 

projects to date, approved under Rounds One and Two. The 
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total value of these projects is $1,484 billion. It is a federal co-

investment with local, state and private organisations. 

 

Our investments include a $10 million contribution to the City 

Heart Infrastructure Project here in Wodonga as part of the 

revitalisation of the city’s central business area. They also 

include a $10 million contribution to upgrading Mildura’s 

regional airport. Our investments in both projects represent 

approximately half their total costs.3  

 

 

The changes we developed for Round 3 of the recognised the 

particular challenges faced by some regional communities in 

raising capital for this infrastructure.   

 

																																																													
3	Further	details	on	both	projects	in	attached	email.		
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Round Three closed on 15 March 2016, and the Department of 

Infrastructure and Regional Development is very busy 

processing the applications. I’m afraid I don’t have any 

additional information regarding the status of those applications 

affecting your local shires. 

 

Turning to another vital area, the Government recognises the 

fundamental importance of regional communications in every 

dimension of the businesses, work and lives of regional 

Australians.  

 

Through the Mobile Black Spot Programme, the rollout of 

Australia’s broadband network, and other measures, the 

Government is enhancing communications infrastructure to 

underserved regional areas.  

We are prioritising those areas of need, but it is not happening 

quickly enough. 
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Under Round 1 of the Mobile Black Spot Programme, we will 

invest $100 million to deliver 499 new or upgraded base 

stations. 

 

Round 2 of the programme is now also underway, following a 

further $60 million investment by the Government. The 

locations that will receive a new or upgraded base station under 

Round 2 are expected to be announced by the end of this year. 

There is the possibility of Councils co-investing with the federal 

government and seeing what can be done collaboratively to 

drive this dollar further. 

 

The Rollout of the National Broadband Network is being funded 

by $29.5 billion in Government equity into the NBN Company 

over the life of the project. 
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Most premises in regional Australia will receive a fixed line 

service but approximately 1 million households will be covered 

by the NBN wireless and satellite services.  

 

Some 350,000 premises already have access to fixed wireless 

and 90,000 of them have taken up a service – and the Sky 

Muster satellite service will be available later this year. 

 

NORTHERN AUSTRALIA  

 

Any discussion of regional issues must encompass the 

particular needs of Northern Australia. Who is from the 

Northern Territory? Welcome! 

 

The development of this vital but under-developed ‘super-

region’ is a key priority for the Government. The White Paper 
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on Developing Northern Australia sets out the Government’s 

long term plan for harnessing the North’s advantages. 

 

The White Paper addressed the challenges of living and 

working in the North.  The White Paper clearly positions 

business at the centre of northern development, and has 

established a range of measures aimed at attracting both 

investment and people to the North. 

 

The Government’s Northern Australia Infrastructure Facility is a 

major initiative of the White Paper and will offer up to $5 billion 

in financing to encourage and complement private sector 

investment in economic infrastructure.  

 

This is in addition to the $600 million Northern Australia Roads 

Programme, the $100 million Northern Australia Beef Roads 

Programme, the $75 million Cooperative Research Centre, and 
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$200 million to facilitate greater investment in northern water 

infrastructure.   

 

These and other key initiatives offer significant Commonwealth 

support for advancing development right across the North.   

 

I also believe that Northern Australia’s vast geography and its 

dispersed cities clearly demonstrates the inseparable links 

between regional cities and their hinterlands – both are 

indispensable to regional progress.  

 

THE FUTURE 

 

The Australian Government has backed up its commitment to 

regional Australia with substantial investments and 

programmes. This has created a substantial platform for future 

progress.  
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However, in regional Australia, as elsewhere around the 

Nation, nothing stands still.  

 

So I would like to spend a final few minutes on some important 

future developments and approaches. I also want to emphasise 

that a substantial part of our future actions within regional 

Australia must and will involve a constructive dialogue with 

Regional Capitals Australia and other regional players.  

 

The future demands innovation, and one of the most significant 

policy initiatives of the Turnbull Government to date has been 

the National Innovation and Science Agenda. 

 

This Agenda encompasses 24 measures, involving $1.1 billion 

of investment, to create high paid jobs and help Australia 

compete globally. Science is at the centre of our economic 

policy. 
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The Government’s National Innovation and Science Agenda 

provides opportunities for individuals and businesses all across 

Australia – including in our regional cities and centres. 

 

The Agenda will create particular opportunities for our regional 

universities in regional cities such as Townsville, Ballarat – and, 

of course, Albury-Wodonga. 

 

The Incubator Support programme will focus on regional areas 

with high innovation potential, and provide further funding for 

regional universities. 

 

Innovation and new technology are of course fundamental to 

maintaining Australia’s national security.  
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The Government’s 2016 Defence White Paper flagged an 

increase in Australia’s defence spending of $29.9 billion by 

2025.  

 

So many of Australia’s defence facilities are in regional areas, 

including significant manufacturing capabilities. I think of 

Bendigo Thales’ development of the Bushmaster vehicle. Our 

investment in defence will create jobs in building and 

construction, information technology and logistics and thus 

important economic benefits for regional cities and regions 

generally.   

 

As it has throughout Australia’s history, the future will also 

demand investment in transformational major projects. 

 

We have committed $300 million to get begin pre-construction 

activities for the  Inland Rail, which will run from Brisbane – 
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Melbourne, including detailed corridor planning and 

environmental assessments.  

 

The Inland Rail will support up to 16,000 direct jobs during a 

10-year construction period and a regular 600 jobs once it is 

operational. Inland Rail is projected to generate economic 

benefits of around $22.5 billion. 

 

Inland rail thus has clear potential benefits for the Nation as a 

whole, and for the cities and communities in regional Australia 

along its projected route – including Albury-Wodonga.  

 

The project will therefore be considered very carefully in the 

context of the forthcoming budget. 

 

The Government is also investing considerable effort in 

developing a major policy initiative with national scope – the 
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Cities Agenda. This creates exciting opportunities for regional 

Australia.  

 

The work on the Cities Agenda is being led by the Hon Angus 

Taylor MP, Assistant Minister to the Prime Minister for Cities 

and Digital Transformation. 

 

The outcomes that the Agenda will seek are expected to focus 

on three key areas: improving the productivity, accessibility, 

and liveability of Australia’s cities. 

 

To break these three areas down a little, the productivity 

outcomes will focus on urban infrastructure, including greater 

use of alternative funding mechanisms, market led proposals 

and increased efficiency in existing transport systems. 
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Secondly, the accessibility outcomes will focus on integrated 

and strategic longer term planning, especially improved 

housing accessibility better employment outcomes. 

 

The liveability outcomes will focus on more environmentally 

sustainable, efficient and resilient urban communities. 

 

More details about the Agenda will be released over the next 

few months and I encourage Regional Capitals Australia to be 

closely involved with its development. 

 

FUTURE DIALOGUE 

 

In the meantime I am sure that Minister Nash will continue to 

engage with regional communities as the Government 

considers regional development issues. She regards this 

engagement  and future policy developments as among the 

most critical elements of our future efforts. 
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CONCLUSION 

The rise of regionalism stems in part from a desire for localism 

in an increasingly globalized world. 

Finally, I have greatly enjoyed the opportunity to engage with 

you today on a very interesting set of issues, and thank you 

very much. I wish you all the best for your discussions today.	


