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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Key points
• Australian towns have changed and adapted to new circumstances over the course of the 

twentieth century.
• This study investigates the underlying processes that have transformed Australia’s settlement 

pattern. 
• The ABS/CBCS Census of Population and Housing from 1911, 1961 and 2006 is the 

primary information source used in the analysis.
• The report is divided into two parts covering a descriptive analysis followed by an analytical 

approach to consider underlying processes. 

Introduction
The story of towns and regions in Australia is one of change and adaption to new technology, 
population growth and economic and social circumstances. Over the twentieth century the 
functions of towns have been evolving, transforming them from many relatively similar tiny 
rural towns in the early 1900s to the complex array of towns and cities today with diverse 
sizes and functions.

Often the perception is that shifts take place in response to shocks. Economic stress is often 
attributed to a seemingly-obvious local cause—a drought, a change in markets, the withdrawal 
of a key industry or the like. Yet even casual observation suggests that there might be wider 
forces at work. This report seeks to identify these forces. It examines how Australia’s town 
settlement patterns have changed between 1911 and 2006, and the factors and processes 
which created this change. 

The study takes a very broad approach and draws out the observable, long-term and across-
the-board changes that have shaped settlement patterns. By understanding these long-term 
trends both government and towns can understand what has shaped Australia’s’ current 
settlement. For example, a hundred years ago a large part of our transport system was 
dependent on people walking to work and moving freight by horse and cart or by rail. Today, 
cars and trucks have revolutionised the movement of people and goods, to profoundly impact 
on the shape of settlements.
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This report covers issues such as history and geography, industry and investment, provision of 
goods and services and amenity, to examine the drivers and processes of changes occurring 
in the settlement pattern. We need to also recognise that economic and social change will 
continue; that technology will keep shifting the relationships between industry, labour and towns; 
and there will be new ways to access goods and services for households and industry. These 
will form part of the influence on the decision-making process of individuals. Consequently, we 
can expect patterns of settlement to keep evolving.

Purpose
The basic questions that form the foundation of BITRE’s investigation are:

• How has Australia’s town settlement pattern changed from the first national Census in 
1911?

• What were the factors and processes creating the changes in the settlement pattern?
• What can the mechanisms of settlement pattern change tell us about likely future 

developments? 

Approach
The report examines Australia’s settlement pattern by investigating the number, location 
and population size of towns—the individual pieces in the settlement pattern—across three 
Censuses (1911, 1961 and 2006) based on the populations of localities.1

These snapshots of Australia’s settlement pattern provide a record of the structure at that 
time and enables comparison over time. Population estimates provide an important basis for 
quantitative analysis of settlement patterns. Descriptive and analytical records are used to 
augment our understanding of economic activity.

The study is designed to be accessible to the layperson, and takes a cross-disciplinary approach, 
by using economic theory in the context of history, geography and demography to make sense 
of the changing settlement patterns. 

1 This research was commenced before the 2011 Census results were available and so 2006 Census data was used. Given 
the long term nature of the processes involved, it is unlikely that 2011 data would make any material difference to the 
results or conclusions of this report. Subsequent inspection of 2011 Census data has confirmed this view.



Chapter 1 • Introduction

• 15 •

Report structure
The report is divided into two parts. Chapters 2 to 7 present the data findings and context 
(theoretical and historical) to enable interpretation.

Existing theories of the distribution of economic activity are discussed (Chapter 2), with 
Chapter 3 describing the processes, drivers and trends that formed Australia’s settlement 
patterns to 1911. Chapter 4 investigates town population data from the 1911, 1961 and 2006 
Censuses to identify important national trends, while Chapter 5 looks more closely at particular 
towns and regions. Chapter 6 examines some of the wider context of economic, social and 
technological changes over the twentieth century. Chapter 7 summarises the findings, and 
discusses the results of the data analysis in light of the context and seeks to identify the key 
patterns and drivers of change.

The second part of the report tries to understand the underlying processes for the change in 
the settlement pattern: basically, how and why did the settlement pattern change. For example, 
the physical geography of a location has always played a critical role in the establishment of 
settlements and Chapter 8 investigates its role, along with the local history, to explain the 
current structure of settlement. 

Industry has been a major contributor to the establishment of many towns but has also 
undergone a substantial amount of change over the past century. Chapter 9 considers the 
effect of this industrial change on the location of activity. This chapter also discusses the 
important role of investment from industry, along with households and government, in the 
growth prospects of a town. 

How people access and how firms provide goods and services has changed markedly. Its 
impact on settlement patterns is explored in Chapter 10, with a particular emphasis on the 
shifts in the market structures. 

Chapter 11 examines the role of amenity in the choice of location for households. Coastal 
locations have been the most noticeable aspect of this movement but this chapter also explores 
the underlying factors for the increasing importance of a location’s amenity to the changes in 
the settlement pattern.

Chapter 12 discusses the report’s conclusions and what this may mean for towns and 
government in the future.


	The evolution of Australian towns - Report 136
	Disclaimer
	Contents
	Foreword
	Acknowledgements
	At a glance
	Executive summary
	Chapter 1 Introduction
	Chapter 2 Theories of town location andeconomic activity
	Chapter 3 Development to 1911
	Chapter 4 Australia from 1911 to 2006
	Chapter 5 A closer look at change in regions
	Chapter 6 The big picture: Australia 1911–2006
	Chapter 7 Summary of observations
	Chapter 8 The context of change—history,geography and infrastructurehangover
	Chapter 9 Relationship between industry andtowns
	Chapter 10 The provision of goods and services
	Chapter 11 Amenity
	Chapter 12 Mechanisms of change
	Appendix A Data Description
	Appendix B Survey methodology
	Appendix C Robust regressions
	Appendix D Grocery subcategories
	Appendix E Other retail items
	Abbreviations and acronyms
	References

	List of tables
	Table ES.1 Key factors impacting on settlement pattern change
	Table 2.1 Forces affecting geographical concentration
	Table 3.1 Overview of closer settlement schemes 1890 to 1921
	Table 3.2 Population by state 1881 to 1911
	Table 3.3 Population increase by state 1881 to 1911
	Table 4.1 Population size and proportion by state 1911, 1961 and 2006
	Table 4.2 Population increase and average annual growth by state 1911, 1961 and2006
	Table 4.3 Spatial distribution of the Australian population 1911 and 2006
	Table 4.4 Counts of Australian towns by town size in 1911, 1961 and 2006
	Table 4.5 Ten largest regional towns in 1911, 1961 and 2006
	Table 5.1 Population, the Upper North, South Australia, 1911, 1961 and 2006
	Table 5.2 Population, Kalgoorlie and surrounds, Western Australia, 1911, 1961 and2006
	Table 5.3 Population of towns, the Wimmera, Victoria, 1911, 1961 and 2006
	Table 5.4 Population, Toowoomba and surrounds, Queensland, 1911, 1961 and2006
	Table 5.5 Population, Bundaberg, Hervey Bay and Maryborough, Queensland, 1911,1961 and 2006
	Table 5.6 Population, Griffith and surrounds, New South Wales, 1911, 1961 and2006
	Table 5.7 Population, Bathurst/Orange and surrounds, New South Wales, 1911,1961 and 2006
	Table 6.1 Australian economic growth 1828–2000 (average annual percentagegrowth rates between end years)
	Table 6.2 FTE population of selected mining communities, June 2012
	Table 6.3 Registered dairy farms by state, 1971 to 1990
	Table 7.1 Interregional flows stimulated by growth of a town
	Table 8.1 Local council numbers in Australia 1910–2007
	Table 10.1 Issues relating to shopping location choice for consumers
	Table 10.2 Issues relating to location choice for business
	Table 10.3 Grocery price index regression results
	Table 10.4 Store-based summary statistics for grocery sub-categories
	Table 10.5 Town based summary statistics for other goods and services
	Table 11.1 The balance of locational decision in 1911 and 2006
	Table 11.2 Internal migration flows from and to capital cities and non-metropolitanareas by age bracket, from 2001 to 2006
	Table 11.3 Gurran’s typology of coastal amenity settlements
	Table 12.1 Key factors impacting on settlement pattern change
	Table A.1 Counts of Australian towns by population category in 1911, 1961 and2006
	Table B.1 Towns sampled in the cost of remoteness study by State and Territory
	Table B.2 Australian town populations and proportions sampled
	Table B.3 Sample towns by state and territory
	Table B.4 HES estimated expenditure on food categories

	List of maps
	Map ES.1	Towns in South East Australia by population size over two Censuses; 1911 and 2006
	Map 3.1	Closer Settlement in New South Wales
	Map 3.2	Growth of rail system in New South Wales, 1855 to 1955
	Map 3.3	Towns and rail lines in South Eastern Australia
	Map 3.4 	Towns and rail lines in South Western Australia
	Map 3.5	Queensland towns in 1911
	Map 3.6	New South Wales towns in 1911
	Map 3.7	Victorian towns in 1911
	Map 3.8	Tasmanian towns in 1911
	Map 3.9	South Australian towns in 1911
	Map 3.10	Western Australian towns in 1911
	Map 4.1	Australian towns of more than 200 persons in 1911
	Map 4.2	Australian towns of more than 200 persons in 2006
	Map 4.3	Average annual percentage growth rate for three different time periods for identified Australian towns
	Map 4.4	Average annual percentage growth rate from 1911 to 2006 for identified towns in South East Australia
	Map 4.5	Average annual percentage growth rate from 1911 to 2006 for identified towns in Queensland
	Map 4.6	Average annual percentage growth rate from 1911 to 2006 for identified towns in South West Western Australia
	Map 4.7	‘Lost’ towns by 2006
	Map 4.8	‘New’ towns by 2006
	Map 4.9	Towns in Australia by population size over three Censuses; 1911, 1961 and 2006
	Map 4.10	Towns in South East Australia by population size over three Censuses; 1911, 1961 and 2006
	Map 4.11	Towns in Queensland by population size over three Censuses; 1911, 1961 and 2006
	Map 4.12	Towns in South West Australia by population size over three Censuses, 1911, 1961 and 2006
	Map 5.1	Upper North South Australia, 1911 and 2006
	Map 5.2	Western Australian Goldfields, 1911 and 2006
	Map 5.3	Abandoned gold mining towns in Western Australia
	Map 5.4	Wimmera Victoria, 1911 and 2006
	Map 5.5	Toowoomba and surrounds, Queensland, 1911 and 2006
	Map 5.6	Toowoomba and surrounds working zone, Queensland, 2006
	Map 5.7	Bundaberg, Hervey Bay and surrounds, Queensland, 1911 and 2006
	Map 5.8	Griffith and surrounds, New South Wales, 1911 and 2006
	Map 5.9	Central West, New South Wales, 1911 and 2006
	Map 5.10	Tennant Creek and surrounds, 2006
	Map 6.1	Agricultural share of employment (2006) with UCL population average annual growth from 1961 to 2006
	Map 6.2	Irrigation and soldier settlement program
	Map 10.1	Towns sampled in the cost of living study
	Map 10.2	Synthetic estimates of grocery prices 2006, Australia
	Map 10.3	Australian town populations at the 2006 Census
	Map 11.1	‘New towns’ that appear in the Census after 1911 and 1961
	Map B.1	Towns sampled in the cost of living study

	List of figures
	Figure ES.1 Population by town size in 1911 and 2006
	Figure ES.2	Population share by percentage for capital cities, regional cities and other regional, from 1911 to 2006
	Figure ES.3	Interaction of positive feedback loops (population size)
	Figure 2.1	Basic industries by people employed in BITRE Working Zones 2006
	Figure 2.2	Basic industries by people employed in BITRE Working Zones 2006
	Figure 2.3	Distribution of central places according to central place theory
	Figure 4.1	Number of towns and total town population by population category in 1911
	Figure 4.2	Counts of Australian towns by town size in 1911, 1961 and 2006
	Figure 4.3	Populations of towns by town size in 1911, 1961 and 2006
	Figure 4.4	Population by town size in 1911 and 2006
	Figure 4.5	Population by capital cities and regional Australia, from 1901 to 2006
	Figure 4.6	Population share by percentage for capital cities, regional cities and other regional, from 1911 to 2006
	Figure 4.7	Populations of regional cities and other regional, from 1911 to 2006
	Figure 4.8	Population of inland and coastal regional cities, from 1911 to 2006
	Figure 4.9	Top ten cities by population size in 1911, 1961 and 2006
	Figure 6.1	Australian labour force and unemployment rate from 1901 to 2011
	Figure 6.2	Time series measures of wealth, Australia, 1960–2005
	Figure 6.3	Share of GDP by industry, 1900–01, 1950–51 and 2000–01
	Figure 6.4	Employment by industry, share of total, 1900 to 2010
	Figure 6.5	Industry mix at regional classification scale, 2006
	Figure 6.6	Manufacturing employment share, 1900 to 2010
	Figure 6.7	Service industry employment by town size (variation from a city of 100 000 persons), 2006
	Figure 6.8	Interstate freight estimates and forecasts, coastal shipping, rail and road, 1972–2030
	Figure 6.9	On-road vehicle stock, 1900 to 2010
	Figure 6.10	Australian trend in vehicle kilometres travelled per person, 1900 to 2010
	Figure 6.11	Effective rates of assistance, 1970 to 2009
	Figure 7.1	Wealth per capita, Australia 1960–2005
	Figure 7.2	Comparison of expected Central Place Theory patterns and 2006 distribution for South Eastern Australia
	Figure 8.1	Reinforcing loop: goods and service availability and population size
	Figure 8.2	Reinforcing loop: housing investment certainty and population size
	Figure 8.3	Short-run supply curve of a firm with break-even point and shutdown point
	Figure 9.1	The relationship between towns and industries
	Figure 9.2	The export market
	Figure 9.3	The goods and services market
	Figure 9.4	The labour market
	Figure 9.5	Employment in agriculture, forestry and fishing in New South Wales from 1998 to 2013
	Figure 9.6	Mining building and structures expenditure
	Figure 9.7	Positive investment feedback loop
	Figure 9.8	Mutual support for agricultural activity and supporting town, 1911
	Figure 9.9	Refocusing agricultural activities towards the regional centre, 2006
	Figure 10.1	Towns’ customer base areas with high transport costs
	Figure 10.2	Small town monopolies of 1911
	Figure 10.3	The effect of better customer transport
	Figure 10.4	Demand swings as markets are combined
	Figure 10.5	Negative and positive feedback loops for businesses located in adjacent small and large towns
	Figure 10.6	A consumer’s decision of where to shop – town responses 
	Figure 10.7	Frequency distribution of town grocery indices
	Figure 10.8	Town grocery index and population (log scale)
	Figure 10.9	Availability of grocery items and population
	Figure 10.10	How the model works
	Figure 11.1	Internal migration propensity and considerations by age
	Figure 11.2	Age distribution of arrivals to Hervey Bay and Mandurah, 2006
	Figure 11.3	Life expectancy at birth by sex
	Figure 11.4	Proportion by age category and settlement type, 2006
	Figure 12.1	Interaction of positive feedback loops (population size)
	Figure D.1	Variation of indices in grocery index by store
	Figure D.2	Variation of indices in bread category
	Figure D.3	Variation of indices in fresh milk category
	Figure D.4	Variation of indices in fresh cream category
	Figure D.5	Variation of indices in fresh fruit category
	Figure D.6	Variation of indices in fresh vegetables category
	Figure D.7	Variation of indices in poultry category
	Figure D.8	Variation of indices in fresh eggs category
	Figure D.9	Variation of indices in cereals and pasta category
	Figure D.10	Variation of indices in tea and coffee category
	Figure D.11	Variation of indices in sugar category
	Figure D.12	Variation of indices in flour category
	Figure D.13	Variation of indices in frozen vegetables category
	Figure D.14	Variation of indices in cigarettes category
	Figure D.15	Variation of indices in toiletries and cosmetics category
	Figure D.16	Variation of indices in cleaners, paper products and food wraps category
	Figure E.1	Grocery index – distribution
	Figure E.2	The household items index – distribution
	Figure E.3	The household items index and the grocery index
	Figure E.4	The hardware index – distribution
	Figure E.5	The hardware index and the grocery index
	Figure E.6	The electrical goods index and the grocery index
	Figure E.7	The electrical goods index – distribution
	Figure E.8	Takeaway alcohol index – distribution
	Figure E.9	Takeaway alcohol index and the grocery index
	Figure E.10	Bar prices index – distribution
	Figure E.11	Bar prices index and grocery index
	Figure E.12	Local services index – distribution
	Figure E.13	Local services index and the groceries index
	Figure E.14	Housing index – distribution
	Figure E.15	Housing index and the grocery index




