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The project was undertaken by the Queensland 
University of Technology and the University of 
Newcastle, in partnership with Arts Queensland, 
Create NSW, Creative Victoria, Arts South Australia 
and the Western Australian Department of Local 
Government, Sport and Cultural Industries.

The project produced a wide range of outputs and 
made several findings, summarised here under 
five themes. The detailed reports for each of the 
seventeen hotspots provide much more detail. 
In delivering these outputs in close collaboration 
with government partners, the research aimed 
to support better-targeted policy and program 
initiatives by placing the creative sector in front of 
policy makers as a vital contributor to high growth, 

1 Cunningham, S. & McCutcheon, M. (2020) Submission #45, Inquiry into Australia’s Creative and Cultural Industries and Institutions, House of Representatives 
Standing Committee on Communications and Arts, https://eprints.qut.edu.au/206908/.

labour-intensive economic activity, now of critical 
importance in the recovery from the pandemic.

The project
The Creative Hotspots project began with an 
analysis of the 2016 Census. This analysis 
developed in parallel to the bulk of the work on 
mostly regional Creative Hotspots and showed that, 
pre-COVID, the creative economy is a high growth 
economy. A source of a significant number of jobs 
across all industry sectors, it offers decent incomes 
and meaningful work resistant to automation and 
contributes more to exports than is generally 
understood.1

Introduction

The ‘Creative Hotspots’ project, or, as it was officially titled, Australian Cultural and Creative 
Activity: A Population and Hotspot Analysis, was a three-year project funded by an Australian 
Research Council Linkage grant (LP160101724). It investigated the contemporary dynamics of 
cultural and creative activity in largely regional and non-capital cities and towns across Australia 
before the outbreak of COVID-19. In the qualitative component of the project, we conducted 
fieldwork in 17 creative hotspots across five states: Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria, 
Western Australia, and South Australia. We looked at what makes each hotspot ‘hot’, in other 
words dynamic and growing. We were interested in commonalities and differences between the 
regions, and specific challenges. The study brought together population-level and comparative 
quantitative and qualitative analyses of local cultural and creative activity. 
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Combining analysis of the 2016 Census and 
regional economic statistics, we identified those 
local government areas (LGAs) with the highest 
levels of creative economy activity as indicated by 
creative employment. Our state-based industry 
partners selected from short lists of LGAs that fell 
in the top 10 for at least three of four indicators: 

1. total employment in creative services 
occupations (business-to-business occupations 
including advertising and marketing, advertising 
and design, and digital and software design 
professions)

2. total employment in cultural production 
occupations (consumption-focussed 
occupations including film, TV and radio, music 
and performing arts, publishing and visual arts 
professions)

3. employment intensity in creative services 
occupations (creative employment as a 
proportion of total employment), and 

4. employment intensity for cultural production 
occupations. 

Research partners in four states (Queensland, 
NSW, Victoria and Western Australia) selected 
four LGAs for fieldwork to explore how they 
attained their status as creative hotspots, mostly 
located in regional Australia: Cairns, the Sunshine 

Coast, the Gold Coast and the Central West in 
Queensland; Coffs Harbour / Bellingen, Marrickville, 
Wollongong and Albury in NSW; Wodonga; Ballarat, 
Bendigo and Geelong / Surf Coast in Victoria; and 
Geraldton, Fremantle, Busselton and Albany / 
Denmark in Western Australia. The South Australia 
research resulted in one cross-cutting, deep dive 
into innovation precincts in Adelaide. 

From the 455 fieldwork interviews conducted 
for the project, an NVIVO analysis facilitated the 
identification of five themes that captured key 
recurring insights from the hotspots: 

1. The creative ecosystem

2. Allied industries

3. The role of government and local councils

4. Digital skills, and 

5. Indigenous creative enterprise

Here we present summary insights against each 
of these themes, drawing from and highlighting 
examples from our fieldwork. This consolidates 
presentations made to industry partners at several 
webinars in early 2021.

Almost all insights presented here were the result of 
fieldwork conducted in 2019, before the COVID-19 
pandemic.

The Cube Wodonga   
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Neighbouring regions can have very different 
creative ecosystems, as we saw in the composite 
studies of Albury and Wodonga, Coffs Harbour 
and Bellingen and Albany and Denmark. These 
revealed the dynamics of twin towns, the synergies 
that can develop between places that are within 
each other’s economic orbit and the ways in which 
they work together to ensure common vision, 
sometimes through regional government networks. 
Twin towns are also adept at accessing the full 
range of possible funding offered by multiple 
government agencies. 

•	 In Coffs Harbour and Bellingen, interviewees 
described how community support and 
engagement in the two towns was quite 
different, despite being within the same region. 
In Bellingen, the arts are the underlying driver of 
the economy, supporting tourism, while Coffs 
Harbour functions much more as a service hub. 

•	 In Albury-Wodonga, councils schedule events so 
everyone benefits, wherever possible maximising 
funding support by approaching both the NSW 
and Victoria state governments. Such local 
agency means even more complex negotiation 
and application, but the rewards can be greater.

•	 Albany and Denmark are commented  
on later, in Theme 3.

Media institutions play an outsized role in the 
regions. The cultural significance of commercial 
broadcasting is something rarely surfaced in public 
debate, but its contraction in some regions has 
highlighted what is lost. The role of broadcast 
advertising, community-oriented and tourism-
related programming constitute a major-scale 
contribution to popular perceptions of sense of 
place, community belonging and cultural identity. 
The sometimes dramatic loss (well before COVID 
but accelerated by it) of commercial broadcasting 
and print is obvious and the impact marked.

•	 The Sunshine Coast is an important hub for 
regional Queensland broadcasting services, 
growing as a hub as smaller regional centres 
see decline, with the Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation, Grant Broadcasters and 
EON Broadcasters operating radio studios 
and Network Seven a television studio in 
Maroochydore, and community broadcasters 
based in Buderim.

The creative 
ecosystem

One of the characteristics seen often in the studied hotspots was the dynamic relationships 
within the creative sector, that is the relationship between the commercial and the non-
commercial parts of the creative ecosystem. This was most visible in the non-metropolitan 
hotspots, where interconnections between sectors are more common and there is less 
opportunity for silo-isation and division of labour as in the more complex ecosystems of larger 
metros. 

Hop Lane, Ballarat
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•	 Wollongong is also an important regional hub 
for television and radio broadcasting services, 
headquarters of Australia’s largest privately-
owned regional television, WIN Television, and 
its news hub and studios. It is also home to an 
emerging independent screen sector.

•	 In remote Central West Queensland, the decline 
of traditional media including the loss of local 
newspapers, and increasingly less locally-
produced broadcasting content has led to 
social media becoming the main platform for 
community connectivity.

Creatives in the regions have little option but to be 
entrepreneurial, with creatives forging portfolio 
career paths as they incorporate commercial work 
alongside their non-commercial practice. 

•	 On the Gold Coast, arts entrepreneurship is 
part of its creative DNA. Outdoor work and 
commercial collaborations are distinguishing 
strengths, with artists developing often 
innovative partnerships and finding low-cost 
opportunities to showcase their work, for 
example in shopping centres and hospitality 
venues. The largest university presence on 
the Gold Coast, Griffith University, themes its 
creative industries curriculum initiative around 
arts entrepreneurship.

•	 Geraldton’s strong enterprising spirit is evident 
in starting new festivals, staging exhibitions, 
and various innovative small arts entities. 
For example, Euphorium is a drama-based 
community-arts social enterprise. It is structured 
as a private company, not because it has 
a motive of profit making, but because the 
founders wanted to avoid the slow pace and 
the barriers to getting things done that they 
experienced through community organisations. 

Arts entrepreneurship can take many forms as 
businesses and practitioners adapt to change.

•	 Established in 1863, Bendigo Pottery is 
Australia’s oldest ceramics manufacturing 
business and for nearly 100 years only made 
clay pipes. Under new ownership since 1999, as 
well as selling tableware, it exploits tourism with 
artists’ studios, workshops and a function centre 
that is also leased as a venue for events and 
weddings.

Prominent brokers, often people making, or 
having made, decent livings in commercial roles, 
act as intermediaries, giving back as mentors and 
through leadership of community organisations. 

•	 On the Sunshine Coat, brokers are making 
positive impacts on the development of the 

creative industries. Architect Phil Smith’s work 
with the Creative Arts Alliance is a personal 
passion, part of living a creative life and giving 
back to the community. Businessman and 
entrepreneurship coach Michael Doneman has 
had a deep involvement with developing The 
Old Ambulance Station and the revitalisation of 
Nambour.

•	 In Geraldton, Andrew Outhwaite established 
the co-working space and entrepreneurship 
hub Pollinators and CityHive after returning 
from studying global sustainability in Sweden, 
convinced that creative and engaged people 
were essential for solving the challenges that 
Geraldton was facing. 

Creative entrepreneurship in regional Australia is 
uniquely challenging, with businesses growing in 
response to the demands of working in the regions, 
and contributing to local creative economies.

•	 Albury’s OGA Creative is an established 
advertising agency with 300 clients across 
Australia. With its beginnings as a design studio 
on the owners’ property at Mullengandra. 
they outgrew their rural studio and moved 
their business to South Albury. The size of the 
business now suits their ethos, with flexibility 
to support the local performing arts industry 
without pressure to profit maximise across all 
jobs.

•	 According to Geraldton’s Andrew Outhwaite, 
innovation can be harder in the regions 
because smaller populations mean that greater 
collaboration is necessary to make anything 
sustainable.

Artists build sustainable enterprises by banding 
together in collectives.

•	 Two examples of local artist-based collectives in 
the Bendigo region are Punctum and Popup Art. 
Punctum has been operating out of Castlemaine 
since 2004 and has completed a range of small 
to large-scale visual and live performance works 
through collaboration with a broad range of 
local artists and communities. Popup Art is a 
collective interested in travelling exhibitions 
around V/Line stations to interconnect local 
communities with art.

•	 In Fremantle, collective approaches include the 
Sustainable Housing for Artists and Creatives 
(SHAC), which features studios and affordable 
accommodation, and Spacemarket, which works 
with the City of Fremantle to open temporarily 
unoccupied building spaces for creative and 
other microbusinesses.
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Social enterprise models provide another way for 
creatives to work together with a specific focus on 
providing cultural benefits for the community.

•	 In Bendigo for example, Access Creative Studios 
is a registered provider through NDIS, Emerge 
Cultural Hub works with refugee communities, 
and Synergize Hub explicitly targets micro 
businesses, that is, people working for 
themselves from their homes.

•	 Wollongong is home to a network of social 
enterprises, including Tender Funerals, which 
offers not-for-profit funeral services incorporating 
music and art from locals, Rumpus, which offers 
creative training to support mental health, the 
membership-based cultural funding agency 
Culture Bank, and refugee support non-for-profit 
SCARF.

Most of the hotspot locations offer innovation 
programs and hubs. They are supported by 
local governments, state governments, education 
institutions – and combinations of all three. They 
aim to drive economic growth and the creation of 
new jobs. Innovation hubs can be established on 
a wide range of scales, set up to achieve different 
purposes, or combinations of purpose.

Start-up incubators

•	 The Refinery is a business development program 
on the Sunshine Coast aimed at assisting arts 
and cultural practitioners build sustainable 
businesses. Outsources training to the university 
sector.

•	 iAccelerate is a business accelerator and 
incubator program run by the University of 
Wollongong to help build and scale sustainable 
businesses that harness technology as an 
enabler. 

•	 Runway Geelong, funded as a major startup 
initiative through LaunchVic, aims to be a 
catalyst for innovation in the region, creating 
new businesses and jobs through the provision 
of mentoring, networks, training and access to 
venture capital.

•	 Pollinators in Geraldton is a member-based 
enterprise that helps grow innovation and 
entrepreneurship capability for the benefit of 
Western Australia’s Mid West.

Co-working spaces

•	 Peregian Digital Hub is a Noosa Council initiative 
that aims to drive entrepreneurial activity, provide 
reskilling opportunities and attract new talent, 
particularly in the evolving disciplines that are 
changing the future of work.

•	 CityHive in Geraldton offers flexible co-working 
spaces, with access to local services and 
community.

Technology parks

Ballarat’s Federation University Technology Parks 
follow the Commonwealth Government’s Innovation 
Precinct principles. Consisting of four technology 
parks that share the aim of attracting business 
investment, creating quality jobs for university 
graduates and positively impacting the regional 
economy, their residents have benefitted from 
access to high-speed fibre connectivity since 1985.

The Gold Coast Health and Knowledge Precinct is 
a partnership between local and state governments 
and Griffith University, creating a location for 
high-tech industry development and research 
collaboration

The University of Wollongong Innovation Campus 
is home to its business accelerator, world 
class research facilities and an entrepreneurial 
ecosystem.

•	 Geelong’s heritage-listed Federation Mills 
and the Pivot City Innovation District are 
developments by the Hamilton Group, bringing 
together tech, government services, professional 
services and creative and community 
organisations.

The power and potential of digital innovation is 
clear from a contrastive case study of Adelaide’s 
innovation precincts. Purpose-built precincts, 
touched on in Theme 3, were generally observed 
not to have maximised opportunities for the 
creative sector. As a study of Adelaide’s six 
inner-city precincts, ranging from arts-centric 
to science and technology-centric, and the way 
they have provided stimulus to digital creative 
industries entrepreneurialism, professionalisation 
and business growth, it is clearly an outlier in this 
project. However, it does point strongly to what can 
be achieved with a coordinated state-led strategy 
for really taking seriously the relationship between 
creative industries and science, technology, 
engineering and maths (STEM).
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THEME 2

Education opportunities attract creatives to 
regions that offer university and TAFE training, 
and to the performing arts organisations that offer 
tailored education programs. Many people stay 
to practice their profession, join businesses in the 
regions and to become educators themselves.

•	 Albury-Wodonga’s Flying Fruit Fly Circus is a 
performing arts organisation that offers tailored 
education programs. In addition to its full-time 
in-school training program, it also offers a two-
week intensive training program and Saturday 
recreational programs.  It’s a training ground 
with wide reach; examples of their graduates 
doing engineering, science and maths at ANU, 
with contracts with Cirque du Solei in Montreal, 
and working in fringe festivals and smaller 
contemporary circus companies across the 
country’ were mentioned in interview.

•	 Geelong’s Oxygen College was initially founded 
by musician brothers Tony, Joe and Dominic 
Monea as a way to supplement performance 
income with regular teaching. It has since grown, 
offering music, photography, digital media, 
visual arts, film and design vocational programs 
supported through the Victorian Government’s 
Skills First program, growing out of student 
demand for vocational training.

•	 Crossy Road’s Matt Hall described Ballarat as a 
place that nurtures gaming through infrastructure 
and peer support, with career pathways opening 
for gaming entrepreneurs through Ballarat Tech 
School, Hacker Space, Federation University and 
partnerships with local businesses P-tech and 
IBM.

Allied 
industries

Demand for creative and cultural outputs does not just come from end users. It is also driven 
by ‘allied’ or complementary industries. The key allied industries identified from our fieldwork 
were education, health, tourism, and social enterprise, helping to underwrite the sustainability 
of regional creative economies. While policy debate is almost universally focussed on supply-
side factors such as the perennial inadequacy of arts grants, paying attention to value-chain 
demand for creative and cultural outputs brings into focus the wider range of stakeholders 
whose demand reveals complementary sources of support embedded in the wider economy, 
which are less directly influenced by the politics of arts subvention.

Denmark
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Looking at a different segment of the education 
supply chain, regional creative businesses are 
suppliers to educators

•	 In Bellingen, Summerhill Media produces videos 
for training authorities, not-for-profits and 
government.

The health and wellbeing sectors generate direct 
demand for cultural and creative services, as well 
as for input technologies in the health sector.

•	 The Sunshine Coast has as history of 
collaborations connecting the creative industries 
and health, including an arts and health 
photography project around palliative care 
involving Sunshine Coast University Hospital, 
the then Sunshine Coast Creative Alliance and 
Sunshine Coast Council. Phil Graham spoke 
about using local culture to ‘put a creative 
industries angle on health’, and Michael 
Doneman spoke of seeking NDIS funding to 
bring together health NGOs for this purpose. 
#SCRIPT made investments in 2018 in line with 
its health investment priority, including in the 
Innovation Centre Sunshine Coast’s Australian 
Health Accelerator (AHx) Program, in The Old 
Ambulance Station to host a forum on creative 
interventions in healthcare, and in the Australian 

Small Business College’s Health Development 
Program, to help participants to network, 
innovate and scale their businesses.

•	 Wollongong’s Rumpus is a non-profit 
organisation using the idea of play to build skills 
and ensure that communities and workplaces 
are mentally healthy. They have provided training 
to over 1000 community members through 
activities such as cooking on a budget, building 
backyard ovens, and painting with watercolours.

Creative industries businesses supporting the 
health sector include:

•	 Argus Health is located in Ballarat in order to 
access its solid skills base.

•	 Fixus Technologies in Bendigo has developed 
a cloud-based software application for mental 
health providers.  Unlike Argus Health, it sources 
digital skills outside the region, employing three 
software developers in the Philippines because it 
is hard to find people with the necessary skills in 
Bendigo

Tourism, and more specifically cultural tourism, 
was a significant source of economic activity in 
nearly all hotspots, and was particularly hard-hit by 
the pandemic.

Marickville
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In Australia, 52 per cent of international tourists 
participate in cultural experiences, staying 25 
per cent longer and spending 20 per cent more 
than other international visitors. They make up 
67 per cent of international visitor nights and 
64 per cent of expenditure by international 
travellers—$28.4 billion in the year to March 
2019.... Facing a collapse in the tourism market 
due to COVID-19’s closure of borders, the focus 
has shifted to encourage Australians, who are 
enthusiastic international travellers, to stay home 
and experience their local cultural attractions 
(Cunningham, McCutcheon, Hearn, & Ryan, 2021). 

Local governments use their galleries and theatres 
as tourism drawcards, and support Indigenous 
cultural groups, festivals, and arts and crafts 
markets through tour offerings and visitor attraction 
campaigns. For local governments, cultural tourism 
is often designed around events and festivals.

•	 In Coffs Harbour the council focuses on 
sustainable tourism, which features local 
creative communities of craftspeople, writers, 
and musicians. There were fully seven festivals/
events supported by Council when we were 
there: Screenwave International Film Festival; 
Dorrigo Folk & Bluegrass Festival; Bellingen 
Fine Music Festival; Screenwave Rec Ya Shorts; 
Youth Film Festival; Bellingen Readers and 
Writers Festival; Bellinger River Agricultural 
Society EJ Mantova Art Exhibition.

•	 The Surf Coast boasts the Australian National 
Surfing Museum, Falls Festival, the Surf Coast 
Arts Trail, and the Lorne Sculpture Biennale.

Privately-funded attractions, on the other hand, 
look to attract visitors all year round:

•	 The privately-owned QANTAS Founders 
Museum, Stockman’s Hall of Fame and 
Australian Age of Dinosaurs museum in Central 
West Queensland are key drawcards for tourists 
travelling to the Queensland outback.

Indigenous tourism is emerging in importance, 
but is dependent on local presence and vision of 
individuals and has been particularly vulnerable to 
the loss of tourism income during the pandemic.

•	 Cairns’ three great tourism assets: the reef, the 
rainforest and local Indigenous culture. While 
state and local governments have doubled-down 
in recent years to invest in galleries and theatres 
showcasing Indigenous work, the pandemic has 
forced the closure of the Indigenous community-
owned Tjapukai Park.

Social enterprises support the needs of local 
communities, both delivering services directed 
at the creative industries and employing creative 
practitioners:

•	 Creative Plus Business in Marrickville educates 
creative people about small business skills 
with the aim of helping them build sustainable 
businesses. Supported by NSW Treasury, 
Creative Plus Business has taken a deliberate 
and strategic decision not to take funding from 
the arts.

•	 In Bendigo, Emerge Cultural Hub works with 
refugee communities, creating intercultural 
arts experiences, providing opportunities for 
Indigenous and refugee creative practitioners. 
An initiative of Multicultural Arts Victoria in 
partnership with local government, projects 
developed by Emerge Cultural Hub are now 
feeding into cultural festivals.
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THEME 3

•	 Cairns is as strategically focused on the 
benefits to the local population of civic cultural 
infrastructure as any city or region in Australia. 
Despite its relatively small resident population 
and economy, Cairns has attracted funding from 
the Queensland state and Australian federal 
governments many times that of the other, much 
larger, coastal Queensland hotspots in the study, 
the Sunshine Coast and Noosa, and the Gold 
Coast. This money has gone into developing 
significant new cultural infrastructure, the 
Cairns Performing Arts Centre and its Centre for 
Contemporary Arts, and rejuvenating its town 
centre as a cultural precinct.

•	 In Geraldton, reflecting the municipal vision see 
also in Cairns, local council support of arts and 
culture is fundamentally an investment in public 
sentiment, self-belief and self-worth. Apart from 

the direct community benefits of civic pride 
and vibrancy, the council recognises this as 
supporting a prosperous economy that will grow 
a sustainable tourism industry. A vibrant cultural 
landscape will also have the added advantage 
of attracting professionals and increasing the 
population. Both are important for the long-term 
sustainability of Geraldton.

•	 Wollongong Council’s cultural plans have 
been key in supporting the region’s cultural 
development and have been cited as one of a 
number of reasons why Wollongong’s music 
scene has thrived in line with the opening of the 
CBD as an entertainment precinct. The council 
also works closely with Destination Wollongong 
to bring events to the city, implementing a 
cutting-edge pre-approval process for city 
event sites. The Council owns and operates 

The role of 
government  
and council

The role of government and council and the importance of vision and effective planning at the 
council level is a strong marker of a hotspot. While the federal, state and territory governments 
all have cultural plans, local governments in general do not. A standout characteristic of the 
case study hotspots saw almost all of them with cultural plans or seeing the need for cultural 
planning. In fieldwork, we found that those local governments with a vision for developing 
cultural infrastructure and delivering cultural services bring a vital demand-side perspective, 
crucially supplementing federal, state and territory governments’ supply-side arts grant 
programs. Furthermore, where there is aligned vision and political heft brought to bear across 
three levels of government, there is often outstanding resource alignment allowing significant 
infrastructure investments.

LibraryMuseum, Albury
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major cultural infrastructure: the Wollongong Art 
Gallery and Illawarra Performing Arts Centre and 
underwrites the Merrigong Theatre Company.

•	 The Gold Coast’s Home of the Arts (HOTA) 
is remarkable for not only being the vision of 
the local council, but being funded solely by 
council, with its development and delivery 
driven by remarkable local leadership. HOTA 
is a significant rebranding exercise that is 
bringing together urban designers and cultural 
practitioners, and has had outstanding local 
support.

•	 In development at the time of our visit, the 
Busselton Entertainment, Arts and Cultural 
Hub (BEACH) is designed as a purpose-built 
convention, entertainment and performing arts 
centre. Funded by local and federal government, 
it is designed and located to bring increased 
vibrancy and cultural activity to the Busselton 
CBD, consolidating Busselton’s reputation as a 
festival and creative hub.

•	 In Albany, the Albany Entertainment Centre, 
the Vancouver Arts Centre and the Museum 
of the Great Southern mark out a cultural 
precinct along its ocean foreshore. Here there 
is a demarcation in the ownership of these 
institutions: the Vancouver Arts Centre is 
fully funded by local government, while the 
Entertainment Centre and Museum are funded 
and operated by state government’s Perth 
Theatre Trust and Western Australian Museum 
respectively

Albury and Wodonga exemplify how cultural 
planning strategies can deliver complementary 
outcomes.

•	 In Albury-Wodonga, common vision 
is coordinated through Cross-Border 
Commissioners, the NSW Government Alliance 
Network, and the councils themselves. In 
performing arts, the two Councils have different 
strategic positions. The Albury Entertainment 
Centre is managed as an economic development 
resource, attracting tourism income, while 
whereas The Cube Wodonga is managed as 
a cultural service, serving community and 
presenting cultural experiences. Both Councils 
have deployed large teams to deliver a diverse 
range of arts and cultural offerings through 
strategic programs. For Wodonga, the focus is 
community engagement, whereas for Albury, 
the focus has moved beyond that into areas 
of creative industries economic development 
strategies. 

•	 Albury-Wodonga’s visual and performing arts 
organisations are acutely aware of the range 
of possible funding offered by local, state and 
federal agencies, for projects, infrastructure 
development and educational programs. For 
the Flying Fruit Fly Circus, while being on the 
border and having its school in Wodonga and 
training facility in Albury means more red tape, 
more funding acquittals and applications, it also 
means it has strong relationships with both state 
governments.

Local government vision extends to local 
procurement of talent and skills. Their cultural 
and creative institutions operating as market 
organisers can make big differences particularly 
to the small and medium creative enterprises in 
these regions, intermeshing commercial and non-
commercial supply networks. But this often does 
not happen; we heard from a number of regional 
creative services providers that they missed out on 
work as capital city suppliers were often favoured.

•	 Central West Queensland’s cultural infrastructure 
takes its place within a wide institutional 
ecosystem with private and not-for-profit 
organisations delivering cultural services as 
well as local councils. When Winton’s council-
owned Waltzing Matilda Centre burnt down in 
2015, Federal Government contributed $8m 
and State Government $1.5m to the rebuild, 
an acknowledgement of its importance as a 
tourism attraction and source of direct and 
indirect employment in the local economy. This 
ecosystem exemplifies the value of cultural and 
creative institutional assets as market organisers. 
They are dedicated, where possible and 
practicable, to local procurement, cooperatively 
working with each other, and engaging local and 
tourist volunteers.

•	 Wodonga Council’s Simone Hogg pointed out 
that, through their cultural venues, which the 
Council owns, they are able to offer opportunities 
for contract work as well as commissions in the 
gallery and through co-productions of theatre 
work.

Local governments step into a collective-organiser 
role, establishing co-working and maker spaces for 
artists and assisting them to professionalise.

•	 Ballarat Evolve, a program of the City of Ballarat, 
helps artists develop their own income streams, 
going beyond selling online and through 
Instagram. 
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Management of local heritage also emerged as a 
topic, with hotspots home to a variety of different 
heritage environments, incorporating prehistoric, 
Indigenous, settler and urban-built histories that 
are important tourism attractors, film backdrops 
and appealing treechange destinations for creative 
workers.

•	 Central West Queensland: Historical story telling 
is a central component of its museums and 
historical experiences. Outback Queensland 
Tourism sets out the region’s ‘hero experiences’ 
in its 2017-2020 Outback Destination Plan: 
outback adventures, outback events/festivals, 
palaeotourism, and heritage and the local 
people.

•	 Ballarat’s heritage landscape is a screen industry 
attractor for feature films, documentaries, and 
television series. The heritage plan for 2017-2030 
outlines the city’s heritage understanding as 
including Indigenous cultural heritage, built and 
created landscapes, and cultural landscapes.

•	 Fremantle’s heritage buildings and the space 
they provide for rehearsals, exhibitions and 
business premises serve as vital infrastructure 
for the creative industries and cultural production 
in Fremantle. The council is praised for its 
flexibility and willingness to allow creatives 
to experiment and access space. One such 
organisation is Spacemarket, an innovative 
initiative that transforms heritage and abandoned 
buildings into temporary co-working spaces 
and enterprise development incubators 
for both creative industries and creative 
services. Spacemarket is one example of the 
strong community-based and community-
led mobilisation of heritage-listed space for 
enterprise development.

Interviewees shared experiences of the benefits 
and inadequacies of the NBN in all our hotspot 
study areas. What we heard was highly polarised, 
from the NBN being game-changing infrastructure 
that opened new possibilities for work away from 
the capital cities to a patchy roll-out that left 
businesses needing to find and implement their 
own connection solutions.

•	 With the Federation University Technology Park 
enabling an early NBN rollout, Ballarat’s good 
internet attracted game developers like Matt Hall 
and the events organiser Ballarat Events.

•	 Coffs Harbour’s early NBN rollout with FTTP 
has been a magnet for businesses in the local 
region.  For example, Regional Architects, an 
architecture firm originally established in Dorrigo 
moved to Bellingen and then to Coffs because 
of Coffs’ superior NBN. It was quicker for them, 
if they needed to move some files, to get in the 
car with a USB and drive to Coffs to a coworking 
space and send it from there, than it was to send 
it from Bellingen, because their internet speed 
was so poor. 

•	 Geraldton in WA was another of the first 
FTTP sites for the NBN in regional Australia, 
spearheaded by the Mid West Development 
Commission. Each residence and business 
in urbanised areas of Geraldton is connected 
directly to an optical fibre which then connects 
back to the local telecoms exchange to access 
the high-capacity digital backhaul which deliver 
connectivity to the internet. This technology 
provides access to download speeds of a 
minimum of 100 megabits per second to every 
premise.

•	 In more remote parts of Albury and Wodonga, 
satisfaction with the NBN depends on location. 
Poor quality NBN drives demand for services 
such as those provided by software business 
COXTECH, which designs local networks that 
allow farmers to relay internet connections to the 
farmhouse or farm office and equipment such as 
self-driving tractors.  
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THEME 4

•	 Interviewees in Cairns described a problem 
developing, attracting and/or retaining talent with 
these critical creative skills.

•	 In Central West Queensland, the full gamut of 
digital skills are lacking. With insufficient past 
demand for specialist creative businesses, there 
is no talent pool to recruit from. Museums self 
train, or buy in skills from Brisbane.

Those hotspots with early broadband availability 
had a clear competitive advantage over other 
regions.

•	 On the Gold Coast the degree of embedding of 
digital skills and practices marks out a threshold 
of the strength of creative services not seen to 
the same extent in other Queensland hotspots 
and represents a high point amongst our national 
hotspots. It is mainstreamed into the tourism 

offerings on the Gold Coast; the maturity and 
international competitiveness of the tourism 
industry demands a strong digital base. The 
talent pool was deep, clustering into three types 
of enterprise: numerous freelancers/sole traders, 
three-to-four person collectives, and larger 
organisations which can compete for large public 
sector tenders.

•	 Ballarat benefits from the Federation University 
Technology Parks’ principal focus to develop 
information and communication technologies 
industries, anchored by its key tenant of over 
20 years, IBM. One of the longer-term benefits 
of that strategy is that companies in Ballarat 
now offer the same level of service as a capital 
city company, including those in the games 
subsector.

Digital skills

A paucity of digital skills was a lament shared across hotspots. The digital skills deficit – an 
inability to train, attract and retain talent with advanced levels of digital literacy – was highly 
correlated with the size of the hotspot and its proximity to a capital city and a university. While 
this meant that a digital skills deficit was not as obvious in the Gold Coast and Wollongong, 
or the Victorian hotspots, in other areas, a lack of training opportunities and a perceived lack 
of work meant that people interested in acquiring digital skills or applying digital skill sets were 
choosing to leave regional areas for the cities.

Geelong
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Differences in digital skill sets and expectations 
have been an unexpected complication for 
businesses making a tree change from capital cities 
to regional areas:

•	 Design agency saso.creative moved from 
Sydney to Coffs Harbour more than a decade 
ago, on the assumption that digital networks 
would allow them to continue to operate their 
business. Instead, they lost clients, forcing them 
to chase local marketing work. They believe they 
miss out on some local work, in favour of long-
time locals with less developed skill sets.

Digital skills change over time, changing the 
scope and shape of the businesses that employ 
them.

•	 The origin of Geelong advertising agency 
Pace was as the advertising department of 
the Ford dealership group. Today, it employs 
15 people and is a full-service agency, 
offering traditional advertising services, digital 
strategies and marketing services including 
websites, apps and digital production. Pace 
employs university graduates as designers 
and coders, and freelancers to make television 
commercials. It recently purchased Choc Chip, 
a digital marketing agency specialising in app 
development, with the intention of maintaining it 
as a separate entity.

Geelong
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THEME 5

We saw First Nations artists sharing culture and 
helping their communities.

•	 Wiradjuri woman Ruth Dacey-Davys is a well-
known local artist who co-runs a language 
business and chairs The Riverina Murray 
Regional Alliance in the Albury-Wodonga 
area. She takes her cultural responsibility very 
seriously, leveraging opportunities to promote 
culture. Her sculpture, The Bogong Moth 
Migration, on the banks of the Murray, is part 
of the broader Wagirra Trail. Her work with The 
Riverina Murray Regional Alliance prioritises 
producing positive outcomes for the Aboriginal 
community.

•	 Yamaji Art Centre in Geraldton was started in 
1998 by Aboriginal TAFE graduate artists who felt 
the need for some way to connect and support 
each other in their career. Partly funded through 
the Federal Indigenous Visual Arts Industry 
Support program, Yamaji Art experiments with 
using a range of artifacts and methods, including 
textiles, cultural fashion ware, digital design, 
and ceramic ware. They have collaborated 
with local dance group Geraldton Streetwork 
Aboriginal Corporation, Ilgarijiri Sky Stories and 
the Irra Wangga Language Centre. Their Shared 
Sky art project, in collaboration with the Square 
Kilometre Array, involved the traditional owners 
and Fremantle-based Prospero Productions to 
animate the sky stories, and has been seen by 
thousands of people online.

Indigenous 
creative 
enterprise

Increasingly valued for its role in bodying forth unique Australian cultures, unique Indigenous 
identities were an important component of the creative economy in nearly all our study areas 
– particularly those with significant Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations. Local, 
state and federal governments support Indigenous artists and community groups to create, 
share and sell their work, and Indigenous businesses have evolved around meeting demand for 
Indigenous cultural experiences and building creative enterprise.

Cairns
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Formal Indigenous-controlled businesses provide 
cultural tourism experiences in popular tourism 
centres – and important employment and training 
opportunities for their First Nations staff:

•	 In Cairns, the Tjapukai Aboriginal Cultural Park 
had over three decades, until the pandemic, 
taken Indigenous tourism in Queensland from 
‘virtually unheard of’ to ‘a cultural tourism icon’. 
Owned by Indigenous Business Australia, the 
‘vast majority’ of staff at Tjapukai are Australian 
Indigenous people, with most identifying as 
Djabugay. Its stories are the intellectual property 
of the Djabugay people from the rainforest 
of tropical north Queensland and it is tightly 
controlled under Indigenous protocol.

•	 Other players in Cairn’s Indigenous creative 
sector that receive support from through 
Queensland State Government Programs include 
leading cultural organisation UMI Arts, the Gimuy 
Fish Festival, screen production house Lone Star 
Company, AppOriginee, The Marliya Choir and 
Yidinji Gallery.

•	 On the Gold Coast, located within the 
Dreamworld theme park, Dreamworld 
Corroboree connects Indigenous culture with 
the environment as well as delivers hardcore 
and serious reconciliation work. Established 
in consultation with local indigenous people, it 
is run according to a non-hierarchical cultural 
framework. Visitors attend ceremony, where 
they are indoctrinated into the clan, irrespective 
of where they come from. Tourists come to 
Dreamworld Corroboree to cuddle a koala, but 
to get there they traverse curated Indigenous 
experiences. The manager of Dreamworld 
Corroboree, Al Mucci, has gained the trust 
of the local Aboriginal community and in turn 
the community is keen to be involved: ‘Our 
Aboriginal staff, when I have one position come 
up, I have a hundred people go for that job. 
Everyone wants to work here’. 

•	 Other long-standing attractions featuring 
Australian Aboriginal culture include Gold 
Coast’s Jellurgal Aboriginal Cultural Centre and 
the Yugambeh Museum. 

Indigenous festivals have become important 
parts of tourism events calendars in some regions, 
supporting local economies and providing 
opportunities for the artists that perform at them 
and use them to sell their works. 

•	 The Cairns Indigenous Art Fair (CIAF), innovative 
as an Indigenous cultural gathering event 
in itself, a profiling and a branding exercise 
for Queensland First Nations’ artforms and 
practices, and a market for authentic Indigenous 
visual and performance art. (The matter of 
authenticity was stressed to us as it sits in 
contrast to some of the downtown street 
markets which clearly do not subscribe to similar 
standards of authenticity.) CIAF showcases the 
diversity of the region’s cultures including many 
different Aboriginal communities/nations and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples and the 14 funded 
Art Centres from across Far North Queensland.

•	 On the NSW Mid North Coast, the Gumbaynggirr 
community’s flagship event is the annual 
Saltwater Freshwater Festival, held on Australia 
Day held in various locations such as Coffs, 
Kempsey, Port Macquarie and Taree, to 
‘showcase the artistic talent that thrives here 
on the Mid-North Coast’, according to Chris 
Spencer. Saltwater Freshwater Made Deadly, 
an open mic series run up and down the coast, 
‘allows performers to come out and show 
their wares and then potentially be selected to 
perform at the festival on the main stage. So, 
we’re nurturing and looking to really support 
the Aboriginal people in our region … we try 
and mentor them, get them into the recording 
studios’. Young filmmakers and actors have also 
been supported through programs. Jane Tavener 
says ‘It’s still about connection back to elders 
and the culture and their country but it allows 
them a bit of an idea or a vision to the future’. 
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Social enterprises, the fourth allied industry 
identified under Theme 2, support the 
communications, education and social support 
needs of Indigenous communities.

•	 The Indigenous National Technology and 
Telecom Network (INTTN) is supported by the 
Victorian Government and GoTAFE Shepparton 
to deliver a new Certificate in Information 
Technology Networking. Miller said ‘the key 
thing we’ve achieved is Australia’s first national 
call centre for Indigenous communities, giving 
support around telecommunications’.

•	 The Wollyungah Indigenous Centre (WIC), part of 
the University of Wollongong, is heavily engaged 
in film, TV, radio, visual arts, dance and other 
performing arts, with its feet planted in both 
the digital and ancient worlds. A/Lecturer at the 
WIC, Jade Kennedy, has a collection of open 

songs which he willingly performs for the general 
community but, unlike most contemporary 
musicians working within the creative industries, 
he also has a store of closed songs, to be 
accessed only by limited groups within the 
community. He does not, by tradition, sing these 
closed songs at public gatherings but passes 
them on to members of the particular group they 
belong to, as they were passed on to him. 

•	 Also in Wollongong, Beyond Empathy is a not-
for-profit run by Phil Crawford which engages 
vulnerable Indigenous communities. While 
they are primarily focused on j social housing, 
Crawford takes some members and the youth on 
an arts journeys either through shooting cinema 
or creating hip-hop music.

Gold Coast
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Media 
National and regional media drew on the project’s 
findings in articles about changing population 
patterns as creatives increasingly look to move to 
the regions and in increasing recognition of the roles 
of the creative industries in regional economies. 
For example, in a feature article in The Australian, 
Tim Douglas used the project’s analysis of Census 
data to describe how regional areas were attracting 
creative workers (Douglas 2021) and a Western 
Australian Magazine article on south-west WA’s 
burgeoning tourism industry in the quoted the 
project’s findings on Busselton, describing it as a hub 
for creative SMEs in South West WA (Trinca 2021).

Researchers in the field also attracted the attention 
of local media, who highlighted how their local 
government areas had been identified as creative 
hotspots, with above-average numbers of people 
employed in creative jobs and an above-average 
concentration of creative workers compared with 
the total workforce (eg. Savage 2020). Articles 
also explained the role of the creative industries 
in enhancing the liveability of a place and how 
government policies and technologies can support 
the development of a creative economy (eg. Croxon 
2019) and as evidence of local government funding 
shortfalls (eg. Savage 2020).

Media coverage
Croxon, N. 2019. Creative hotspot of Bendigo 
studied for research project. Bendigo Advertiser, 29 
July.

Ebsay, E. 2019. Researchers visit Albury-Wodonga, 
one of 20 hotspots, for Australian cultural and 
creative activity study, The Border Mail, 28 May.

Douglas, T. 2021. A country practice: art’s great 
migration. Review. The Australian. 30 October 2021. 

Geelong Advertiser 2019. Analysis gives creative 
industry a lift. 24 June. Factiva.

Trinca, H. 2021. South West WA is now a world-
renowned tourist destination. Western Australian 
Magazine. 9 July. 

Savage, D. 2019. Hotspot for creative industry. 
Illawarra Mercury, 18 April. Factiva.

Savage, D. 2020, Calls for increase in funding 
to help creative industries. Illawarra Mercury. 13 
August.

Watts, R. 2021 Fremantle revealed as WA’s creative 
capital according to new research, ArtsHub, 2 
June. 

Policy impact:  
Federal government submissions
The project’s findings provided a rich body of data 
that provided opportunities for its investigators 
to prepare submissions to Federal Government 
inquiries. These included submissions to the 
House of Representatives Standing Committee 
on Communications and the Arts’ Inquiry into 
Australia’s Creative and Cultural Industries and 
Institutions and responses to the Department of 
Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development 
and Communications’ consultations in response 
to its Supporting Australian Stories on our Screens 
Options Paper and its Media Reform Green Paper: 
Modernising Television Regulation in Australia.

Submission #45 to the Inquiry into Australia’s 
Creative and Cultural Industries and Institutions 
was quoted heavily in the Committee’s final report, 
with 11 citations. It was also influential in informing 
the Inquiry’s recommendations 15 and 16 to reform 
the Census to ‘better account for the professions 
of those working in gig economies and across the 
creative and cultural industries with recognition of 
paid and unpaid work’.

Policy impact: A New Approach
A New Approach is an independent think tank, 
established in 2020 by the Australian Academy 
of the Humanities to champion investment 
in Australian arts and culture. Its initial work 
program included five research reports on the 
state of arts and culture in Australia. The project 
was a key information source for its fifth report, 
Australia’s Cultural and Creative Economy – A 
21st Century Guide, with project researchers 

Select examples of the project in the news, policy, and 
spin-off engagement

The project resulted in various examples of engagement with government, media, community 
and industry and local practitioners.  
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working closely with ANA on the final form of the 
report, tailoring quantitative data and fieldwork 
findings. The ANA report was also cited by the 
House of Representatives Standing Committee 
on Communications and the Arts in its Inquiry into 
Australia’s Creative and Cultural Industries and 
Institutions.

Policy impact: Gold Coast screen 
industry incentives
Following the release of the Gold Coast fieldwork 
report (Cunningham et al. 2019), the Council of 
the City of Gold Coast’s Department of Economy, 
Planning and Environment commissioned the 
project team to investigate the activity, capacity 
and structure of the local screen industry. The 
resulting report, Gold Coast Independent Screen 
Production (Ryan et al. 2020) identified several 
barriers to the ongoing growth of the Gold 

Coast’s film and television industry, and made 
recommendations to strengthen its independent 
production industry. In response to the report, 
the Council implemented two strategic film and 
television funding initiatives which came into effect 
on 1 July 2021:

•	 A new Screen Access Program targeting local 
film and television producers

•	 Revisions to the existing Screen Attraction 
Program

Webinars
With COVID preventing face-to-face briefings 
with state research partners, project findings 
were presented in four webinars focussing on 
Queensland, NSW, Victoria and WA in March and 
May 2021. Videos of each of the webinar sessions 
are embedded on the Creative Hotspots project 
website.

Project outputs 
The project resulted in an academic book, journal articles and book chapter, reports, and 
submissions to government inquires, among other outputs. 

Book
McIntyre, P., Fulton, J., Kerrigan, S. & Meany, M. 
(forthcoming) Entrepreneurship in the Creative 
Industries - How Innovative Agents, Skills and 
Networks Interact, Springer Nature. Switzerland.

Book chapters
Hearn, G., Cunningham, S., McCutcheon, M. & 
Ryan, M. D. (2020) The Relationship Between 
Creative Employment and Local Economies 
Outside Capital Cities, in Hearn, G. (ed.), The future 
of creative work: Creativity and digital disruption, 
Edward Elgar: London.

Hearn, G. and McCutcheon, M. (2020) The creative 
economy: the rise and risks of intangible capital 
and the future of creative work, in The Future of 
Creative Work: Creativity and Digital Disruption, 
in Hearn, G. (ed.), The future of creative work: 
Creativity and digital disruption, Edward Elgar: 
London.

Journal articles
Kerrigan, S., Ryan, M. D., McIntyre, P., 
Cunningham, S., & McCutcheon, M. (2020) ‘The 
creative sustainability of screen business in 
the Australian regions’, Studies in Australasian 
Cinema, Vol. 14, No. 2, pp. 111-129, DOI: 
10.1080/17503175.2020.1811486.

Flew, T. & Kirkwood, K. (2020) ‘The impact 
of COVID-19 on cultural tourism: art, culture 
and communication in four regional sites of 
Queensland, Australia’, Media International 
Australia, Vol. 178, Issue 1, pp. 16-10, DOI: 
10.1177/1329878X20952529.

Cunningham, S., McCutcheon, M., Hearn, G., 
& Ryan, M. D. (2020) ‘”Demand” for culture and 
“allied” industries: Policy insights from multi-
site creative economy research’, International 
Journal of Cultural Policy, 2 December, DOI: 
10.1080/10286632.2020.1849168.

Cunningham, S. & McCutcheon, M. (2021), 
‘Rearticulating the creative industries-STEM 
relationship: The case of innovation precincts in 
South Australia’, Creative Industries Journal, 5 
August, DOI: 10.1080/17510694.2021.1959087.
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Reports
Ryan, M. D., Hearn, G., McCutcheon, M., 
Cunningham, S., & Kirkwood, K. (2021) Australian 
Cultural and Creative Activity: A Population and 
Hotspot Analysis: Albany and Denmark, Digital 
Media Research Centre, Brisbane, Qld, DOI: 
10.5204/rep.eprints.213126.

McIntyre, P., Kerrigan, S., & McCutcheon, M. 
(2021) Australian Cultural and Creative Activity: 
A Population and Hotspot Analysis: Marrickville, 
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