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Introduction 
T hi s pape r  br i ng s tog e the r  the  re sul ts of thre e  BIT RE re se arch proj e cts 
cove r i ng  k e y aspe cts of re g i onal  e conom i c w e l l be i ng —i ncom e , w e al th 
and the  cost of l i v i ng . T he se  thre e  proj e cts adopt qui te  di ffe re nt 
m e thodol og i cal  approache s, but a l l  se e k  to i m prove  data  avai l abi l i ty  and 
unde rstandi ng  of e conom i c condi ti ons i n A ustra l i a ’s re g i ons. T he  pape r  
provi de s an ove rvi e w  of the  adopte d m e thodol og i e s i n the se  studi e s. 
T he  m ai n focus i s on e xpl or i ng  the  re l ati onshi p be tw e e n i ncom e , w e al th 
and the  cost of l i v i ng , w i th a  v i e w  to provi di ng  a  m ore  i nte g rate d 
asse ssm e nt of e conom i c w e l l be i ng  i n A ustra l i a ’s re g i ons. 

T he  pape r  be g i ns w i th an i ntroducti on to re g i onal  boundar i e s and the  
g e og raphi c  di str i buti on of popul ati on w i thi n A ustra l i a . T hi s i s fol l ow e d 
by a  di scussi on of the  rol e  of BIT RE i n provi di ng  re se arch, anal ysi s and 
stati sti cs re l e vant to the  i ssue s faci ng  A ustra l i a ’s re g i ons. T he  thre e  
re g i onal  i nform ati on proj e cts are  outl i ne d and the  conce pt of e conom i c 
w e l l be i ng  i s di scusse d. T he  e m pi r i cal  re l ati onshi p be tw e e n BIT RE’s 
re g i onal  i ncom e  and w e al th e sti m ate s i s anal yse d i n som e  de pth. F i nal l y , 
a tte nti on i s turne d to how  spati a l  di ffe re nce s i n the  cost of l i v i ng  i m pact 
on asse ssm e nts of re g i onal  e conom i c w e l l be i ng . 

Australia’s regions 
A ustral i a  has a  fe de ral  syste m  of g ove rnm e nt. T he  Com m onw e al th of 
A ustra l i a  w as cre ate d i n 1901 by the  fe de rati on of si x  Br i ti sh col oni e s. 
T he  si x  A ustra l i an state s are  N e w  S outh Wal e s (N S W), V i ctor i a  (V IC), 
Q ue e nsl and (Q LD ), We ste rn A ustra l i a  (WA ), S outh A ustra l i a  (S A ) and 
T asm ani a  (T A S ). T he  N orthe rn T e rr i tory  (N T ) and the  A ustra l i an Capi ta l  
T e rr i tory  (A CT ) are  se l f g ove rni ng  te rr i tor i e s. 
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Local  g ove rnm e nt are as (LG A s) are  procl a i m e d by state  and te rr i tory  
g ove rnm e nts. A s of Jul y  2007, the re  w e re  667 LG A s. LG A s do not cove r  a l l  
of A ustra l i a ’s l and m ass. T he  m ai n are as not cove re d are  the  A CT , m uch 
of the  N T  and northe rn S A . LG A s vary  e norm ousl y  i n both are a and 
popul ati on si ze . T he  Br i sbane  Ci ty  Counci l  LG A  has a  popul ati on of ove r  
one  m i l l i on, but the re  are  te n LG A s w i th popul ati ons unde r  200. Box 1  
provi de s an ove rvi e w  of the  spati a l  di str i buti on of A ustra l i a ’s popul ati on. 

Re g i ons can be  de fi ne d by l e g i sl ate d boundar i e s (e .g . LG A s), by  a  se nse  
of e conom i c and soci a l  i nte rde pe nde nce , or  by natural  e nvi ronm e nts 
and l andscape s. In A ustra l i a , the re  i s de m and for  sm al l  are a data  base d 
on a  rang e  of spati a l  c l assi fi cati ons, i ncl udi ng  LG A s, e l e ctorate s, 
stati sti cal  l ocal  are as (S LA s), urban ce ntre s, suburbs and r i ve r  catchm e nts. 

BIT RE’s standard approach has be e n to m ak e  data  avai l abl e  at the  S LA  
scal e , subj e ct to re l i abi l i ty  consi de rati ons. T he  S LA  i s the  base  spati a l  
uni t w i thi n the  m ai n A ustra l i an S tandard G e og raphi cal  Cl assi fi cati on 
(A S G C) structure , and i t i s the  sm al l e st spati a l  uni t avai l abl e  be tw e e n 
ce nsuse s (A BS  2007). S LA s can be  re adi l y  ag g re g ate d to LG A s and a  rang e  
of othe r  spati a l  uni ts. A s of 2007, the re  w e re  1426 S LA s, cove r i ng  a l l  of 
A ustra l i a ’s l and m ass w i thout g aps or  ove r l aps.  

Whe re  i ncorporate d l ocal  g ove rnm e nt bodi e s e xi st, S LA s are  base d on 
LG A  boundar i e s. U ni ncorporate d S LA s are  de fi ne d for  a l l  othe r  are as. 
Be cause  LG A s vary  w i de l y  i n the i r  popul ati on si ze , a  si ng l e  LG A  i s ofte n 
di sag g re g ate d i nto a  num be r  of S LA s as i l l ustrate d i n F i g ure  1 . For  
e xam pl e , the  Br i sbane  LG A  has be e n spl i t i nto 158 S LA s, base d on 
suburbs. N e ve rthe l e ss, substanti a l  si ze  di ffe re nce s re m ai n. 

Fi gu r e 1 SLA an d LG A bou n dar i es i n  Sydn ey r egi on  

 
S o u r c e :  2 0 0 6  A B S  A S G C  b o u n d a r i e s  ( A B S  2 0 0 7 ) .  
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Box 1: Geography of Australia’s population 

A ustral i a ’s popul ati on w as j ust ove r  21  m i l l i on as of June  2007. 

T hi s popul ati on i s spre ad across 7 .7  m i l l i on k m 2  of l and m ass. T he  
popul ati on de nsi ty  ave rag e s j ust 2 .7  pe rsons pe r  k m 2 , but e xce e ds 6000 
pe rsons pe r  k m 2  i n som e  i nne r  suburbs of S ydne y and Me l bourne . 

A ustra l i a  has fi ve  c i ti e s w i th a  popul ati on ove r  one  m i l l i on: the  state  
capi ta l s of S ydne y (4 .3  m i l l i on as of June  2007), Me l bourne  (3 .8  m i l l i on), 
Br i sbane  (1 .9  m i l l i on), P e r th (1 .6  m i l l i on) and A de l ai de  (1 .2  m i l l i on). 

T he  popul ati on i s hi g hl y  urbani se d. T hre e  quar te rs of the  popul ati on l i ve  
i n urban are as w i th a  popul ati on of 100  000 or  m ore . 

A round 85  pe r  ce nt of the  popul ati on l i ve s w i thi n 50  k i l om e tre s of the  
coast. P opul ati on i s conce ntrate d a l ong  the  e aste rn and southe aste rn 
coastl i ne s and i n the  southw e st corne r . 

Re m ote  and ve ry  re m ote  are as account for  86  pe r  ce nt of the  nati on’s 
l and m ass, 2 .3  pe r  ce nt of i ts popul ati on and 24  pe r  ce nt of the  
Indi g e nous popul ati on. 

 F i g ure  2  P opul ati on di str i buti on, June  2006 ( a )  

 
 So u rc es :  B I TR E  2 0 0 8 a ,  AB S 2 0 0 8 a ,  AB S 2 0 0 8 b ,  AB S 2 0 0 8 c ,  AB S 2 0 0 4 .  
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Role of BITRE 
T he  Bure au of Infrastructure , T ransport and Re g i onal  Econom i cs (BIT RE) 
provi de s e conom i c anal ysi s, re se arch and stati sti cs on i nfrastructure , 
transport and re g i onal  i ssue s to i nform  both A ustra l i an G ove rnm e nt 
pol i cy  de ve l opm e nt and w i de r  com m uni ty  unde rstandi ng . 

T he  Bure au of T ransport Econom i cs w as e stabl i she d i n 1970, w i th i ts 
i ni ti a l  rol e  be i ng  to g athe r  and anal yse  i nform ati on about the  transport 
i ndustry . S i nce  2002, thi s rol e  has e xte nde d to anal ysi s of tre nds and 
i ssue s re l ati ng  to A ustra l i a ’s re g i ons. BIT RE e m pl oys around 60  staff 
com pri si ng  e conom i sts, stati sti c i ans, soci a l  re se arche rs, pol i cy  anal ysts 
and busi ne ss and publ i cati ons spe ci a l i sts. A l l  BIT RE publ i cati ons are  
fre e l y  avai l abl e  from  <w w w .bi tre .g ov.au>. 

BIT RE's re g i onal  re se arch te am  com pri se s e i g ht staff w ho i nve sti g ate  
soci a l  and e conom i c condi ti ons i n di ffe re nt par ts of A ustra l i a . Curre nt 
proj e cts i ncl ude  i nve sti g ati ons of the  dr i ve rs of T asm ani a 's e conom i c 
g row th, re ce nt re g i onal  tre nds i n i ndustry  e m pl oym e nt and the  
di str i buti on of i ncom e  support re ci pi e nts throug hout A ustra l i a . 

T he  pr i m ary rol e  of BIT RE’s re g i onal  re se arch te am  i s re se arch and 
anal ysi s—not the  producti on of re g i onal  stati sti cs. A ustra l i a ’s offi c i a l  
stati sti cal  ag e ncy i s the  A ustra l i an Bure au of S tati sti cs (A BS ). T he  A BS  
produce s a  w i de  rang e  of stati sti cs for  state s and te rr i tor i e s, and a  m ore  
l i m i te d rang e  of stati sti cs for  re g i ons. 

N e ar l y  a l l  A BS  surve ys di sag g re g ate  re sul ts by state  and te rr i tory . For  
e xam pl e , the  A BS  publ i she s e sti m ate s of G ross S tate  P roduct (G S P ) on an 
annual  basi s. H ow e ve r , the  de m and for  ‘re g i onal  stati sti cs’ i n A ustra l i a  
typi cal l y  re l ate s to a  sm al l  are a scal e , such as LG A s. T he  pr i m ary source  
for  such sm al l  are a data  i s the  A BS ’ fi ve  ye ar l y  Ce nsus of P opul ati on and 
H ousi ng . O utsi de  of the  ce nsus, sm al l  are a data  source s w i th nati onw i de  
cove rag e  are  l i m i te d. T he  A BS  update s re g i onal  popul ati on e sti m ate s 
annual l y  and a  rang e  of adm i ni strati ve  datase ts provi de  sm al l  are a data  
(e .g . taxati on stati sti cs, soci a l  se cur i ty  paym e nts, house  pr i ce s). Re g i onal  
data  i s a l so avai l abl e  for  se l e cte d i ndustr i e s, such as ag r i cul ture , tour i sm  
and constructi on. H ow e ve r , the re  are  no offi c i a l  sub-state  e sti m ate s of 
G ross Re g i onal  P roduct (G RP ). 

T he re  i s strong  de m and from  A ustra l i an pol i cy  m ak e rs and re g i onal  
stak e hol de rs for  i m prove d re g i onal  i nform ati on. T hi s l e d to the  te am ’s 
i ni ti a l  focus on m ak i ng  e xi sti ng  re g i onal  i nform ati on m ore  re adi l y  
acce ssi bl e , such as throug h the  A bout A ustra l i a ’s Re g i ons book l e t or  the  
Industry  S tructure  and Educati on, sk i l l s and qual i fi cati ons database s and 
anal yti cal  re ports (BIT RE 2008a, BT RE 2003, BT RE 2004). More  re ce ntl y , 
BIT RE has focuse d on cre ati ng  ne w  source s of i nform ati on about re g i onal  
soci a l  and e conom i c condi ti ons, i ncl udi ng : 
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o  Constructi on of a  25  ye ar  ti m e -se r i e s of re g i onal  e conom i c 
g row th and ave rag e  i ncom e  from  adm i ni strati ve  data  he l d by the  
A ustra l i an T ax O ffi ce  (BT RE 2005, BIT RE 2008b); 

o  U se  of sm al l  are a e sti m ati on te chni que s to e sti m ate  house hol d 
w e al th for  A ustra l i a ’s re g i ons (BIT RE for thcom i ng ); and 

o  Col l e cti on of pr i ce s of m ore  than 400 g oods and se rvi ce s i n 131 
l ocati ons around A ustra l i a  (BIT RE 2008c). 

T he se  thre e  proj e cts are  di scusse d i n g re ate r  de tai l  be l ow . 

Three small area data projects 
T hi s se cti on outl i ne s and contrasts thre e  re ce nt BIT RE proj e cts w hi ch 
have  de ve l ope d sm al l  are a data  on i ncom e , w e al th and the  cost of l i v i ng  
usi ng  ve ry  di ffe re nt m e thodol og i e s. T he  fi rst i s re l i ant on m ani pul ati on 
of adm i ni strati ve  data , the  se cond i nvol ve s the  appl i cati on of sm al l  are a 
e sti m ati on te chni que s and the  thi rd i nvol ve s e xte nsi ve  fi e l dw ork . 

Taxable Income  
BIT RE fi rst re l e ase d i ts T axabl e  Incom e  D atabase  i n 2005 (BT RE 2005). T he  
ti m e -se r i e s com m e nce d i n 1980–81 for  a l l  LG A s and i n 1990–91 for  a l l  
S LA s. T he  m ost re ce nt update  e xte nds the  ti m e -se r i e s to 2004–05 (BIT RE 
2008b). Re g i onal  boundar i e s are  base d on the  2001 A ustra l i an S tandard 
G e og raphi cal  Cl assi fi cati on and al l  m one tary  val ue s are  adj uste d for  
i nfl ati on usi ng  the  Consum e r  P r i ce  Inde x. T hi s database  has be e n ve ry  
w e l l  use d by pol i cym ak e rs and re g i ons se e k i ng  i nform ati on on re g i onal  
e conom i c tre nds. 

T hi s ti m e -se r i e s datase t w as constructe d by BIT RE from  A ustra l i an T ax 
O ffi ce  (A T O ) data  on tax  re turns from  i ndi vi dual  taxpaye rs, as publ i she d 
i n the  A T O ’s annual  T axati on S tati sti cs re port. T he  A T O  publ i she s 
taxati on stati sti cs at the  postcode  scal e . P ostcode s are  not spati a l  uni ts, 
and w e re  de si g ne d by A ustra l i a  P ost to faci l i tate  m ai l  de l i ve ry . 

BIT RE’s T axabl e  Incom e  D atabase  i ncl ude s thre e  m ai n i ndi cators: 

o  N um be r  of taxabl e  i ndi vi dual s (N T I)—the  num be r  of i ndi v i dual s 
w ho re si de  i n the  re g i on w ho subm i tte d a  tax  re turn and for  w hom  
tax  ne e de d to be  pai d. 

o  A g g re g ate  re al  taxabl e  i ncom e  (A RT I)—the  sum  of taxabl e  i ncom e  
across a l l  i ndi v i dual  taxpaye rs w ho re si de  i n the  re g i on. BIT RE 
arg ue s that, i n the  abse nce  of m e asure s of G RP  i n A ustra l i a , A RT I 
provi de s a  use ful  i ndi cator  of chang e s i n re g i onal  e conom i c 
acti v i ty  at the  sub-state  l e ve l . 

o  Re al  i ncom e  pe r  taxpaye r  (RIP T )—e qual s A RT I di v i de d by N T I for  a  
re g i on. RIP T  i s a  m e asure  of i ndi v i dual  e conom i c w e l l be i ng , 
w hi ch capture s how  m uch i ncom e , on ave rag e , i ndi v i dual  
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taxpaye rs re ce i ve . P e opl e  w ho di d not subm i t a  tax  re turn or  had 
i ncom e  be l ow  the  tax  fre e  thre shol d are  e xcl ude d. T he  
i m pl i cati on i s that RIP T  w i l l  ove rstate  actual  ave rag e  i ncom e s, 
par ti cul ar l y  for  re g i ons w he re  a  l ow  proporti on of the  popul ati on 
i s e m pl oye d. 

D e ve l opm e nt of consi ste nt re g i onal  ti m e -se r i e s from  thi s adm i ni strati ve  
data  source  i nvol ve d e xte nsi ve  data  m ani pul ati on by BIT RE. S om e  of the  
ste ps are  outl i ne d be l ow : 

o  T rack i ng  dow n hardcopy A T O  and A ustra l i a  P ost re ports from  the  
1980s prove d a  chal l e ng e , and the  data  w as the n scanne d and 
che ck e d. 

o  P ubl i she d e sti m ate s of tota l  taxabl e  i ncom e  w e re  he avi l y  rounde d 
i n som e  ye ars. G e ne ral l y  BIT RE w as abl e  to de ve l op m ore  pre ci se  
e sti m ate s usi ng  i nform ati on e l se w he re  i n the  publ i cati on. 

o  T he  A T O  suppre sse s e sti m ate s for  postcode s w i th sm al l  
popul ati ons and the  w ay the y do thi s has chang e d ove r  ti m e . In 
orde r  for  BIT RE to conve rt postcode  data  to the  S LA  scal e , 
e sti m ate s ne e de d to be  produce d for  the se  m i ssi ng  postcode s. 
T hi s w as done  usi ng  A T O ’s publ i she d e l e ctorate  data , e sti m ate s 
for  the  postcode  i n surroundi ng  ye ars w he re  avai l abl e , tre nds i n 
ne i g hbour i ng  postcode s and A BS  ce nsus popul ati on counts. 

o  BIT RE use d popul ati on w e i g hte d concordance s de ve l ope d by A BS  
for  e ach ye ar  si nce  1980–81 to conve rt postcode  data  to the  LG A  
and S LA  scal e s. BIT RE m odi fi e d the se  concordance s so that val i d 
A T O  data  w as not di scarde d for  postcode s w hi ch have  be e n 
offi c i a l l y  di sconti nue d but conti nue d to be  use d by taxpaye rs or  
for  postcode s corre spondi ng  to post offi ce  boxe s, 
shoppi ng / busi ne ss ce ntre s, hospi ta l s and uni ve rsi ti e s. 

BIT RE’s T axabl e  Incom e  D atabase  contai ns ti m e -se r i e s data  for  a l l  
A ustra l i an S LA s, but the  database  has se ve ral  l i m i tati ons for  m e asur i ng  
ave rag e  i ncom e s i n a  re g i on: 

o  T he  database  onl y  i ncorporate s i ncom e  re porte d by i ndi vi dual  
taxpaye rs—the  i ncom e  of par tne rshi ps, trusts and com pani e s i n a  
re g i on i s e xcl ude d.  

o  T he  scope  i s re str i cte d to i ndi vi dual s w ho subm i tte d a  tax  re turn 
and for  w hom  i ncom e  (ne t of a l l ow abl e  de ducti ons, cre di ts and 
re bate s) e xce e de d the  tax  fre e  thre shol d. A  si g ni fi cant num be r  of 
l ow  i ncom e  e arne rs, such as pe nsi one rs and othe r  i ncom e  support 
re ci pi e nts, are  not re qui re d to l odg e  a  tax  re turn. In 2001, about 52  
pe r  ce nt of the  A ustra l i an popul ati on l odg e d a  tax  re turn, and 81  
pe r  ce nt of the m  w e re  taxabl e  (BT RE 2005). 

o  Incom e  m ay be  conce al e d from  the  A T O . H ow e ve r , the  data  i s 
col l e cte d unde r  a  l e g i sl ati ve  fram e w ork  that i nvol ve s pe nal ti e s 
for  i naccurate  re porti ng , and docum e ntary  e vi de nce  i s re qui re d. 
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T he  A T O  i ncom e  data  i s the re fore  l i k e l y  to be  m ore  accurate  than 
othe r  m e ans of col l e cti ng  i ncom e  data , such as the  ce nsus. 

o  Concordance s assum e  that the  phe nom e non of i nte re st i s 
di str i bute d uni form l y across a  postcode ’s popul ati on. Whe re  a  
postcode  i s spl i t across m ore  than one  S LA , and the re  are  no othe r  
contr i buti ng  postcode s, the  RIP T  val ue  w i l l  be  the  sam e  for  e ach 
of those  S LA s. RIP T  data  w i l l  g e ne ral l y  be  m ore  m e ani ng ful  for  
l arg e r  and m ore  ag g re g ate d are as, w hi ch contai n si g ni fi cant 
popul ati ons and m ul ti pl e  postcode s. 

o  A T O  re l e ase s the  data  w i th a  consi de rabl e  l ag . For  e xam pl e , the  
2005–06 data  w as re l e ase d i n March 2008. 

Many of the se  l i m i tati ons ste m  from  the  nature  of the  unde r l y i ng  A T O  
data  as an adm i ni strati ve  datase t, w hi ch w as not de si g ne d for  stati sti cal  
purpose s. Many g ove rnm e nt ag e nci e s hol d adm i ni strati ve  datase ts w hi ch 
have  consi de rabl e  pote nti a l  to i nform  re g i onal  i ssue s (A BS  2005a). 
U nfor tunate l y , re g i onal  i nform ati on from  the se  datase ts can be  di ffi cul t 
to acce ss and w he re  data  has be e n re l e ase d, re g i onal  i nform ati on has 
ofte n be e n suppre sse d. N e ve rthe l e ss, adm i ni strati ve  datase ts have  the  
pote nti a l  to substanti a l l y  i m prove  the  avai l abi l i ty  of re g i onal  stati sti cs 
for  A ustra l i a . 

BITRE Household Wealth Database 
Inte re st i n w e al th i nform ati on has r i se n re ce ntl y  i n A ustra l i a , due  to ve ry  
strong  g row th i n house  pr i ce s and the  re l e ase  of the  fi rst com pre he nsi ve  
surve ys of the  nati on’s house hol d w e al th. BIT RE’s H ouse hol d We al th 
D atabase  w i l l  m ak e  ne w  e sti m ate s of re g i onal  w e al th avai l abl e , 
provi di ng  a  snapshot of re g i onal  di ffe re nce s i n ave rag e  house hol d 
w e al th, and i ts pr i nci pal  com pone nts, as of 2003–04. It i s accom pani e d by 
an i nform ati on pape r  w hi ch de scr i be s the  m e thodol og y, anal yse s spati a l  
di ffe re nce s i n w e al th, and i nve sti g ate s the  l i nk s be tw e e n w e al th and 
othe r  aspe cts of e conom i c w e l l be i ng . 

T he  database  contai ns w e al th e sti m ate s for  the  1135 i n-scope  A ustra l i an 
S LA s w i th m ore  than 500 house hol ds. A s w i th m ost A BS  house hol d 
surve ys, ve ry  re m ote  are as and di scre te  Indi g e nous com m uni ti e s are  out 
of scope . S uch are as re pre se nt l e ss than 1  pe r  ce nt of the  A ustra l i an 
popul ati on.  

T he  pr i m ary obj e cti ve  of BIT RE’s house hol d w e al th study i s to de ve l op 
and anal yse  ne w  m e asure s of w e al th for  A ustra l i a ’s re g i ons. T he  2003−04 
A BS  S urve y of Incom e  and H ousi ng  provi de s re l i abl e  m e asure s of 
house hol d w e al th and i ts com pone nts for  fourte e n ag g re g ate  re g i ons (i .e . 
the  tw o T e rr i tor i e s, the  si x  re m ai ni ng  capi ta l  c i ti e s and the  si x  state  
bal ance s). BIT RE has use d the se  as i ts be nchm ark  e sti m ate s. S m al l  are a 
e sti m ati on te chni que s have  the n be e n use d to i nte g rate  thi s be nchm ark  
data  w i th a  rang e  of sm al l  are a data  source s to produce  de tai l e d re g i onal  
e sti m ate s of house hol d w e al th. S pe ci fi cal l y , the  adopte d m e thod w as 
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Broad A re a Rati o Esti m ati on w i th auxi l i ary  data  (A BS  2006). T he  sm al l  are a 
data  source s i ncl ude d: 

o  V al ue r  G e ne ral ’s data  on house  sal e  pr i ce s, provi de d by 
A ustra l i an P rope rty  Moni tors (A P M); 

o  A T O  T axati on S tati sti cs data  on i nte re st i ncom e , di v i de nd 
i m putati on cre di ts, re ntal  i ncom e  and H i g he r  Educati on 
Contr i buti on S che m e  (H ECS ) de bt; 

o  A BS ’ Ce nsus of P opul ati on and H ousi ng  data  on hom e  ow ne rshi p, 
dw e l l i ng  type , ve hi cl e  ow ne rshi p, m ortg ag e  re paym e nts, se l f 
e m pl oym e nt and i ndustry ; and 

o  Inform ati on publ i she d by A BS  on ave rag e  supe rannuati on and 
annui ty  i ncom e , ave rag e  non-farm  busi ne ss i ncom e  and ave rag e  
farm  ne t w orth i n a  re g i on. 

A BS  (2006, p79) note s that w hi l e  ‘m ore  sophi sti cate d m ode l s m ay g i ve  
som e  i m prove m e nts i n qual i ty , i n practi ce  i t i s the  basi cs such as re al i sti c  
choi ce  of sm al l  are a g e og raphy, ade quate  sam pl e  si ze  and the  qual i ty  
and stati sti cal  re l e vance  of the  auxi l i ary  data  that w i l l  have  the  g re ate st 
be ar i ng  on the  fi nal  qual i ty  of the  sm al l  are a e sti m ate s’. Each of the se  
‘basi cs’ i s consi de re d be l ow . 

o  T he  qual i ty  of e sti m ate s i s hi g hl y  de pe nde nt on the  avai l abi l i ty  of 
sm al l  are a auxi l i ary  data  w hi ch i s c l ose l y  re l ate d to the  targ e t 
var i abl e . BIT RE has acce ss to g ood qual i ty  w e al th spe ci fi c  
auxi l i ary  data  for  the  m aj or  com pone nts of house hol d w e al th—
the se  com pone nts contr i bute  91  pe r  ce nt of ne t w orth. O nl y  for  
ow ne r  occupi e d prope rty  asse ts and ag r i cul tural  busi ne ss asse ts 
doe s the  auxi l i ary  data  re l ate  di re ctl y  to the  ave rag e  val ue  of the  
asse t i n e ach sm al l  are a. Most of the  auxi l i ary  data  re l ate s to 
e i the r  the  i ncom e  or  re paym e nt fl ow s g e ne rate d by the  asse t or  
l i abi l i ty  or  to ow ne rshi p of the  asse t or  l i abi l i ty .  

o  A l l  of the  be nchm ark  e sti m ate s of ne t w orth pe r  house hol d are  
base d on ade quate l y  si ze d sam pl e s of m ore  than 350. T he  sm al l  
are a data  source s are  ce nsus and adm i ni strati ve  col l e cti ons so 
sam pl e  si ze  i s not a  re l e vant i ssue . 

o  A  re al i sti c  choi ce  of sm al l  are a g e og raphy w as m ade  tak i ng  
account of re l i abi l i ty  i ssue s. A BS  (2005b) note s that i f the  var i abl e  
of i nte re st i s a  re asonabl y  com m on characte r i sti c  of the  
popul ati on (e .g . m ore  than 10  pe r  ce nt) i t m ay be  abl e  to be  
e sti m ate d at a  re asonabl y  fi ne  l e ve l  of g e og raphy such as for  S LA s. 
P re tty  m uch al l  house hol ds have  som e  am ount of w e al th, and the  
k e y w e al th com pone nts (e .g . hom e s, supe rannuati on, bank  
accounts, share s) are  a l l  he l d by at l e ast 30  pe r  ce nt of house hol ds. 
It fol l ow s that house hol d w e al th e sti m ate s shoul d be  abl e  to be  
de ve l ope d at a  re asonabl y  fi ne  l e ve l  of g e og raphy. Ide al l y , w e al th 
e sti m ate s w oul d have  be e n produce d for  a l l  S LA s i n A ustra l i a , but 
data  re l i abi l i ty  l i m i te d our  capaci ty  to produce  qual i ty  e sti m ate s 
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for  l e ss popul ate d S LA s. We al th e sti m ate s have  onl y  be e n 
publ i she d for  S LA s w i th m ore  than 500 house hol ds.  

T he  i nform ati on pape r  i ncl ude s an asse ssm e nt of the  qual i ty  of the  sm al l  
are a e sti m ate s (BIT RE for thcom i ng ). O ve ral l , the  ne t w orth e sti m ate s for  
S LA s w i th m ore  than 500 house hol ds w e re  asse sse d as be i ng  of g ood 
qual i ty  across a  rang e  of cr i te r i a . O f course , qual i ty  var i e s across w e al th 
com pone nts. For  e xam pl e , the  qual i ty  of the  sm al l  are a e sti m ate s i s m uch 
hi g he r  for  ow ne r  occupi e d prope rty  than for  supe rannuati on, due  to the  
m uch g re ate r  re l e vance  of the  auxi l i ary  data . S m al l  are a e sti m ati on 
te chni que s re l y  on a  rang e  of assum pti ons, w hi ch have  the  pote nti a l  to 
i ntroduce  i m m e asurabl e  bi as. It i s a l so w e l l  e stabl i she d that e xtre m e l y  
r i ch house hol ds te nd to be  unde r-re pre se nte d i n surve ys of house hol d 
w e al th (H e ade y, Mark s and Woode n 2004). 

Be cause  the  2003−04 S urve y of Incom e  and H ousi ng  data  w as not 
re l e ase d unti l  A pr i l  2006 and the  e sti m ati on proce ss w as ti m e  consum i ng , 
BIT RE’s e sti m ate s are  be i ng  re l e ase d w i th a  consi de rabl e  l ag . 
N e ve rthe l e ss, sm al l  are a e sti m ati on prove d to be  a  use ful  te chni que  for  
produci ng  ne w  re g i onal  m e asure s of house hol d w e al th, l arg e l y  be cause  
a  w i de  rang e  of hi g hl y  re l e vant sm al l  are a auxi l i ary  data  w as a l re ady 
avai l abl e . T hi s condi ti on i s l e ss l i k e l y  to be  m e t for  m any othe r  topi cs of 
i nte re st. Re g i onal  i nform ati on i s suppre sse d from  surve y datase ts i n 
A ustra l i a  for  confi de nti a l i ty  re asons. T hi s l i m i ts the  pote nti a l  for  sm al l  
are a e sti m ati on and pl ace s g re ate r  re l i ance  on the  avai l abi l i ty  of hi g hl y  
re l e vant sm al l  are a auxi l i ary  data .  

S m al l  are a e sti m ati on te chni que s w oul d appe ar  to have  som e  pote nti a l  
for  i m provi ng  the  avai l abi l i ty  of re g i onal  stati sti cs i n A ustra l i a . T he  
pote nti a l  w oul d appe ar  to be  g re ate st for  topi cs for  w hi ch e xi sti ng  
adm i ni strati ve  and ce nsus data  i s avai l abl e  (e .g . i ncom e , he al th, 
e ducati on, une m pl oym e nt, com m uni ty  se rvi ce s, de m og raphi cs, cr i m e ).  

Cost of Remoteness 
T he re  i s l i m i te d unde rstandi ng  of how  the  cost of l i v i ng  var i e s from  
pl ace  to pl ace  i n A ustra l i a . T he re  has be e n no atte m pt to nati onal l y  
m e asure  spati a l  di ffe re nce s and pre vi ous studi e s have  typi cal l y  focuse d 
on the  l arg e r  urban ce ntre s. T he  e i g ht capi ta l  c i ti e s routi ne l y  have  the i r  
pr i ce s sam pl e d by the  A BS  for  the  Consum e r  P r i ce  Inde x, but i t i s 
de si g ne d to track  the  m ove m e nt of pr i ce s ove r  ti m e , not to com pare  
pr i ce s be tw e e n ci ti e s (Waschk a e t a l . 2003). 

BIT RE’s study has thre e  obj e cti ve s: 

o  Me asure  di ffe re nce s i n the  cost of l i v i ng  across A ustra l i a ; 

o  U nde rstand the  unde r l y i ng  dr i ve rs of cost di ffe re nce ; 

o  O bse rve  and unde rstand consum e r  be havi our  i n re sponse  to cost 
di ffe re nce s. 
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T hi s pape r  focuse s on the  fi rst of the se  obj e cti ve s. T he  di scussi on w hi ch 
fol l ow s de scr i be s the  approach use d to m e asure  di ffe re nce s i n the  cost 
of l i v i ng  of house hol ds across A ustra l i an l ocati ons. 

BIT RE col l e cte d data  di re ctl y  from  131  l ocati ons across A ustra l i a  (se e  
F i g ure  3). BIT RE chose  i ts surve y l ocati ons to e nsure  a  w i de  cove rag e  of 
var i abl e s such as popul ati on, i ndustry , i ncom e , di stance  from  the  capi ta l  
c i ty  and di stance  from  l arg e  re g i onal  ce ntre s. A  num be r  of ve ry  re m ote  
tow ns and di scre te  i ndi g e nous com m uni ti e s w e re  se l e cte d. In the  m aj or  
c i ti e s, pr i ce s w e re  re corde d i n a  si ng l e  are a, w i th e xtre m e s such as ve ry  
w e al thy or  di sadvantag e d are as avoi de d. 

Fi gu r e 3 Locati on s sam pl ed i n  th e BIT RE su r vey 

 
S o u r c e :  B I T R E .  

 
Com m onl y, the  cost of l i v i ng  i s m e asure d by tak i ng  a  bask e t of g oods and 
se rvi ce s, and m e asur i ng  i ts cost. It i s de si rabl e  that the  i te m s pr i ce d 
re fl e ct the  rang e  of g oods and se rvi ce s acce sse d by a  typi cal  house hol d 
and that the  re l ati ve  w e i g ht attache d to e ach pr i ce  re fl e cts the  re l ati ve  
e xpe ndi ture  on that (or  si m i l ar ) i te m s. L i m i te d avai l abi l i ty  of m any g oods 
and se rvi ce s m ak e s thi s approach probl e m ati c  for  spati a l  anal ysi s and so 
an approach base d on cate g or i e s of g oods and se rvi ce s w as de ve l ope d. 
 
T he  A BS ’ 2003–04 H ouse hol d Expe ndi ture  S urve y (H ES ) w as use d to 
de si g n and w e i g ht the  cost of l i v i ng  i nde x. T he  H ES  g roups i te m s of 
e xpe ndi ture  i n l og i cal  cate g or i e s and has i de nti fi e d the  ave rag e  w e e k l y  
am ount spe nt on e ach. T he  nati onal  ave rag e  e xpe ndi ture  m i x  w as use d as 
the  basi s for  constructi ng  an i nde x appl i cabl e  to a l l  re g i ons. 
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T he  col l e cti on approach w as de si g ne d to e nabl e  the  cal cul ati on of an 
i nde x w hi ch cove re d a l l  13  m aj or  e xpe ndi ture  g roups. T he se  are : curre nt 
housi ng  costs (se l e cte d dw e l l i ng ); dom e sti c  fue l  and pow e r ; food and 
non-al cohol i c  be ve rag e s; a l cohol i c  be ve rag e s; tobacco products; 
c l othi ng  and footw e ar ; house hol d furni shi ng s and e qui pm e nt; house hol d 
se rvi ce s and ope rati on; m e di cal  care  and he al th e xpe nse s; transport; 
re cre ati on; pe rsonal  care ; and m i sce l l ane ous g oods and se rvi ce s. A  l i st of 
i te m s w as de ve l ope d w hi ch cove re d the se  13  g roups, and pr i ce s w e re  
col l e cte d for  a l l  avai l abl e  i te m s i n e ach l ocati on.  

A s the  H ES  i s not de si g ne d to w e i g ht a  cost of l i v i ng  i nde x, som e  
adj ustm e nts to the  w e i g hts w e re  ne ce ssary . For  i nstance , H ES  i ncl ude s 
the  i nte re st pai d on a  m ortg ag e  (w hi ch ave rag e s A $46.26  a  w e e k  across 
a l l  house hol ds) and re nt (A $46.60) as the  tw o m aj or  com pone nts of 
curre nt housi ng  costs i n i ts g oods and se rvi ce s e xpe ndi ture  l i st. 
Re paym e nts of m ortg ag e  pr i nci pal  are  not i ncl ude d w i th g oods and 
se rvi ce s e xpe ndi ture , but tre ate d se parate l y , a l ong  w i th othe r  capi ta l  
housi ng  costs. 

For  i ts cost of l i v i ng  i nde x, BIT RE re pl ace d the  m ortg ag e  i nte re st 
cate g ory i n the  H ES  w i th one  that w oul d re fl e ct the  opportuni ty  cost to 
ow ne r  occupi e rs of l i v i ng  i n the i r  ow n hom e s. In othe r  w ords, the  
adj uste d w e i g ht re fl e cts the  am ount a  hom e ow ne r  coul d e arn on the i r  
house  i f the y w e re  to re nt i t out. O n thi s basi s, the  w e i g hti ng  w as 
i ncre ase d to A $102.05 , m ak i ng  the  curre nt housi ng  costs g roup a  m ore  
si g ni fi cant par t of the  i nde x. 

S om e  H ES  subg roups w e re  e xcl ude d from  the  i nde x be cause  a  spati a l  
com par i son di d not m ak e  se nse  (e .g . the  cost of hol i days). O the rs w e re  
g i ve n a  uni form  i nde x of 100  across A ustra l i a  be cause  the  pr i ce  of i te m s 
w i thi n the m  w oul d typi cal l y  not vary  by l ocati on (e .g . i nte re st rate s on 
l oans). T he se  cate g or i e s ne e de d to be  i ncl ude d i n the  i nde x, be cause  
w i thout the m , the  di ffe re nce s i n costs be tw e e n re g i ons w oul d be  
ove rstate d. 
 
A fte r  m odi fy i ng  the  H ES  w e i g hts to e nabl e  a  spati a l  com par i son, the  total  
of w e i g hts for  the  i nde x cam e  to A $868.52 . T hre e  g roups tog e the r  
com pri se  56  pe r  ce nt of the  total : curre nt housi ng  costs (23  pe r  ce nt), 
food and non-al cohol i c  be ve rag e s (18  pe r  ce nt) and transport (15  pe r  
ce nt). A l l  10  re m ai ni ng  g roups account for  l e ss than 10  pe r  ce nt e ach of 
the  total . 
 
P r i ce s w e re  col l e cte d throug hout 2005 and 2006, but a l l  pr i ce s w e re  
standardi se d to re fl e ct pr i ce  l e ve l s as of June  2006. P r i ce s w e re  col l e cte d 
by BIT RE offi ce rs w ork i ng  i n pai rs on fi e l dtr i ps w hi ch typi cal l y  l aste d fi ve  
days. For  m ost l ocati ons, data  w as col l e cte d i n a  si ng l e  day, but tw o days 
w as a l l ow e d for  capi ta l  c i ti e s w hi ch w e re  use d as be nchm ark s. T he  
fi e l dw ork  i nvol ve d i nte rvi e w s w i th school  pr i nci pal s, he al th w ork e rs and 
re g i onal  re pre se ntati ve s, as w e l l  as col l e cti on of pr i ce s from  one  or  
m ore  supe rm ark e ts and a  rang e  of othe r  re ta i l  outl e ts i n e ach l ocati on. 
Whi l e  som e  i te m  spe ci fi cati ons re fe rre d to spe ci fi c  brands, par ti cul ar l y  
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i n the  g roce ry  g roup, othe rs re fe rre d to a  g e ne r i c  i te m  (i .e . bath tow e l , 
pl a i n m e n’s t-shi r t), i n w hi ch case  the  che ape st i te m  ful fi l l i ng  the  
spe ci fi cati on w i thi n a  store  w as pr i ce d. 

Fol l ow i ng  the  col l e cti on proce ss, the  data  w as c l e ane d. T hi s i nvol ve d 
re m ovi ng  obvi ous pr i ce  e rrors (i .e . $700 i nste ad of $7 .00), adj usti ng  frui t 
and ve g e tabl e  pr i ce s to a  pe r  k i l og ram  basi s and a  rang e  of othe r  che ck s. 

T he  l ocati on i nde x w as cal cul ate d usi ng  the  m i ni m um  pr i ce  pe r  i te m  i n 
e ach are a. Whi l e  conce ptual l y  thi s doe s not tak e  transacti on costs i nto 
account, i t w as consi de re d m ore  robust than usi ng  an ave rag e  of pr i ce s 
col l e cte d. Exce pt for  sm al l  tow ns, the  data  col l e cte d re pre se nte d onl y  a  
sam pl e  of store s i n the  l ocati on. A n i nde x cal cul ate d usi ng  ave rag e  
pr i ce s w oul d be  ve ry  de pe nde nt on w hi ch store s w e re  sam pl e d i n a  
l ocati on and w oul d g i ve  e qual  w e i g ht to a l l  sam pl e d store s, re g ardl e ss of 
m ark e t share . T he  base  val ue  of the  i nde x (100) w as se t by ave rag i ng  the  
m i ni m um  pr i ce  pe r  i te m  across a l l  capi ta l  c i ti e s. We  are  confi de nt the  
l ow e st pr i ce  w as col l e cte d, and he nce  that the  i nde x and com par i sons 
are  sound. 

T he  r i si ng  cost of l i v i ng  has be e n a  hi g h profi l e  i ssue  i n A ustra l i a  i n 
re ce nt ti m e s, and i n January  2008 the  G ove rnm e nt ask e d the  A ustra l i an 
Com pe ti ti on and Consum e r  Com m i ssi on (A CCC) to i nqui re  i nto the  
com pe ti ti ve ne ss of g roce ry  pr i ce s. BIT RE’s subm i ssi on to that i nqui ry  
(BIT RE 2008c) provi de s a  pre l i m i nary  anal ysi s of spati a l  di ffe re nce s i n 
g roce ry  pr i ce s and avai l abi l i ty , a  subse t of i ts cost of re m ote ne ss datase t. 
BIT RE’s cost of re m ote ne ss proj e ct i s conti nui ng , and the  fi rst of se ve ral  
re ports w i l l  be  re l e ase d l ate r  i n 2008. 

T he  m ost obvi ous l i m i tati on of thi s study i s that i t i s re str i cte d to a  
re l ati ve l y  sm al l  num be r  of l ocati ons. H ow e ve r , thi s sam pl e  has prove d 
suffi c i e nt to unde rstand som e  of the  k e y dr i ve rs of spati a l  di ffe re nce s i n 
g roce ry  pr i ce s i n A ustra l i a  (BIT RE 2008c). T he  study provi de s a  snapshot 
of spati a l  pr i ce  di ffe re nce s i n 2006, and so doe s not addre ss curre nt 
conce rns about the  r i si ng  cost of l i v i ng . 

Both the  fi e l dw ork  and data  proce ssi ng  stag e s of the  proj e ct w e re  ve ry  
re source  i nte nsi ve . T hi s form  of data  col l e cti on has a  c l e ar  rol e  i n 
supporti ng  one -off re se arch proj e cts such as BIT RE’s curre nt 
i nve sti g ati on of the  costs of re m ote ne ss, but i s l e ss practi cal  for  
provi di ng  re g ul ar  data  update s across a l l  re g i ons. D ata  col l e cti on 
throug h fi e l dw ork  w oul d appe ar  to have  l i m i te d pote nti a l  to i m prove  the  
avai l abi l i ty  of com parabl e  re g i onal  stati sti cs for  a l l  A ustra l i an re g i ons. 
H ow e ve r , i ts pote nti a l  i s m uch g re ate r  w he n i t com e s to i m provi ng  
unde rstandi ng  of the  soci o-e conom i c condi ti ons, atti tude s, be havi ours 
and proce sse s w hi ch pre vai l  w i thi n re g i ons, and provi di ng  a  foundati on 
for  e vi de nce  base d pol i cy . 

Comparing the three methods 
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T he  thre e  proj e cts de scr i be d above  hi g hl i g ht that the re  i s no si ng l e  
pre fe rre d sol uti on to fi l l i ng  re g i onal  i nform ati on g aps i n A ustra l i a . T he  
se l e cte d m e thodol og y has var i e d base d on the  nature  of the  re se arch 
que sti on and w he the r  re l e vant data  source s a l re ady e xi st.  

T abl e  1  com pare s som e  of the  k e y fe ature s of the se  thre e  proj e cts. T he  
i ndi vi dual  proj e cts shoul d not be  consi de re d re pre se ntati ve  of a l l  
proj e cts of the i r  type . H ow e ve r , the  com par i son provi de s som e  i nsi g hts 
i nto the  re l ati ve  stre ng ths and w e ak ne sse s of the  di ffe re nt 
m e thodol og i e s for  fi l l i ng  re g i onal  i nform ati on g aps.  

T he re  are  som e  com m onal i ti e s. For  a l l  thre e  proj e cts, re g i onal  data  has 
be e n publ i she d w i th a  consi de rabl e  l ag , a l thoug h the  de l ay  has be e n 
g re ate st for  the  sm al l  are a e sti m ati on proj e ct. Q ual i ty  conce rns are  a l so 
re l e vant across a l l  of the  proj e cts. T he  proj e cts di ffe r  i n the i r  re l i ance  on 
e xi sti ng  data , the i r  re l ati ve  costs, the i r  g e og raphi c  cove rag e  and 
w he the r  the y are  sui te d to provi di ng  re g ul ar l y  update d i nform ati on. T he  
cost of re m ote ne ss study i s m ore  am bi ti ous i n scal e  than the  othe r  
proj e cts, and has cost pe rhaps thre e  ti m e s as m uch. 

T abl e 1  Rel ati ve str en gth s an d l i m i tati on s of th e th r ee BIT RE pr o j ec ts  

B ITRE  p r o j e c t  K e y  p o i n t s  

Taxab l e  I n come  
Da t aba se  
( adm in i s t r a t i v e  
d a t a )  

*  Sub s t an t i a l  t ime  l a g  a f t e r  r e f e rence  pe r iod  t he  f i r s t  t ime  a round ,  bu t  
modera te  t ime  l a g  f o r  s ub sequen t  upda te s .   
*  Cond i t i ona l  on  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  r e l e v an t  adm in i s t r a t i v e  d a t a  a t  a  sma l l  a r e a  
s c a l e .  
*  The  qua l i t y  o f  r e g iona l  e s t ima te s  c an  be  r educed  by  suppre s s ion  o f  r e g iona l  
i n fo rma t ion  o r  i f  concordance s  and  o the r  f o rms  o f  e s t ima t ion  need  to  be  u sed .  
*  The  v a l i d i t y  o f  r e g iona l  e s t ima te s  may  be  an  i s s ue ,  depend in g  on  t he  s cope  
and  r e l e v ance  o f  t he  adm in i s t r a t i v e  d a t a  sou rce .  
*  A l l  g eog r aph i c  a r e a s  i n  Aus t r a l i a  w i l l  b e  cove red  by  mos t  Aus t r a l i a n  
Governmen t  adm in i s t r a t i v e  d a t aba se s .  
*  Ve ry  r e source  i n t en s i v e  t he  f i r s t  t ime  a round ,  bu t  s ub sequen t  upda te s  
r equ i r ed  on l y  a  l im i t ed  amoun t  o f  r e sourc i n g .  
*  Su i t ab l e  f o r  p rov i d i n g  r e gu l a r l y  upda ted  i n fo rma t ion  fo r  a l l  r e g ion s ,  bu t  t ime -
se r i e s  s ub j e c t  to  d i s rup t ion  i f  a dm in i s t r a t i v e  de f i n i t i on s  a re  changed .  

Househo ld  
Wea l t h  
Da t aba se   
( sma l l  a r e a  
e s t ima t ion )  

*  Sub s t an t i a l  t ime  l a g  a f t e r  r e f e rence  pe r iod .  
*  Cond i t i ona l  on  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  r e l e v an t  s u r vey  d a t a  and  r e l e v an t  sma l l  a r e a  
aux i l i a r y  d a t a .  
*  The  qua l i t y  o f  r e g iona l  e s t ima te s  c an  be  r educed  by  suppre s s ion  o f  r e g iona l  
i d en t i f i e r s  i n  s u r vey s .  
*  E s t ima te s  c anno t  be  p roduced  fo r  ve r y  r emote  a re a s  and  d i s c re te  i nd i g enous  
commun i t i e s ,  wh i ch  a re  ou t  o f  s cope  fo r  mos t  Aus t r a l i a n  su r vey s .  
*  The  qua l i t y  and  v a l i d i t y  o f  r e g iona l  e s t ima te s  i s  a  key  conce rn .  
*  Modera te l y  r e source  i n t en s i v e .  

Cos t  o f  
r emotene s s  
s t udy  ( p r imary  
d a t a  co l l e c t i on  
t h rough  
f i e l dwork )  

*  Modera te  t ime  l a g  a f t e r  r e f e rence  pe r iod .  
*  Not  r e l i a n t  on  ex i s t i n g  sou rce s  o f  d a t a .  
*  The  qua l i t y  and  v a l i d i t y  o f  r e g iona l  e s t ima te s  i s  dependen t  on  t he  chosen  
me thodo logy ,  i n s t rumen t  de s i gn  and  co l l e c t i on  p r a c t i c e s .  
*  I n fo rma t ion  cou ld  on l y  be  g a the red  t h rough  f i e l dwork  fo r  a  r e l a t i v e l y  sma l l  
p ropor t ion  o f  Aus t r a l i a ’ s  r e g ion s .   
*  I n fo rma t ion  c an  be  g a the red  fo r  ve r y  r emote  l o c a t i on s  and  d i s c re te  
i nd i g enous  commun i t i e s .  
*  Ex t reme l y  r e source  i n t en s i v e ,  i n  t e rms  o f  s t a f f  t ime  and  t r a ve l  co s t s .  
*  Not  we l l  s u i t ed  to  p rov i d i n g  r e gu l a r l y  upda ted  i n fo rma t ion  fo r  a l l  r e g ion s .  

S o u r c e :  B I T R E  a n a l y s i s .  
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O ve ral l , the  i m prove d avai l abi l i ty  of spati a l  i nform ati on from  
adm i ni strati ve  datase ts probabl y  re pre se nts the  m ost cost e ffe cti ve  and 
re al i sti c  w ay of achi e vi ng  substanti a l  i m prove m e nts i n the  avai l abi l i ty  of 
re g i onal  stati sti cs for  A ustra l i a . S m al l  are a e sti m ati on te chni que s have  
som e  pote nti a l  to achi e ve  thi s a i m  for  topi cs w he re  som e  re l e vant sm al l  
are a data  a l re ady e xi sts. P r i m ary data  col l e cti on throug h surve ys and 
fi e l dw ork  has an i m portant rol e  to pl ay  i n advanci ng  k now l e dg e  throug h 
re se arch i nto re g i onal  i ssue s w he re  the re  i s l i ttl e  e xi sti ng  data . 

Economic wellbeing 
T he  e conom i c w e l l be i ng  of house hol ds i s a  m ul ti di m e nsi onal  conce pt. 
A BS  (1995) arg ue s that asse ssm e nt of e conom i c w e l l be i ng  i nvol ve s 
br i ng i ng  tog e the r  i nform ati on on a  house hol d’s capaci ty  to consum e , i ts 
capaci ty  to accum ul ate  w e al th and the  val ue  of the  w e al th he l d. 
A ccordi ng  to T he  Canbe rra  G roup (2001), i t i s de si rabl e  that asse ssm e nts 
of house hol d e conom i c w e l l be i ng  consi de r  i ncom e , w e al th and chang e s 
i n w e al th. A  se r i e s of pape rs by O sbe rg  (1985) and O sbe rg  and S harpe  
(2002, 2005) propose  that nati onal  e conom i c w e l l be i ng  has four  m aj or  
e l e m e nts: pe r  capi ta  consum pti on fl ow s, val ue  of accum ul ate d 
producti ve  asse ts, pove rty  and i ne qual i ty , and e conom i c se cur i ty . 

Re g i onal  di ffe re nce s i n the  cost of l i v i ng  a l so affe ct the  standard of 
l i v i ng  of house hol ds i n di ffe re nt l ocati ons and are  cruci a l  to com parati ve  
asse ssm e nts of e conom i c w e l l be i ng  (Curran e t a l . 2008, S ore nse n 2000). 

T hi s pape r  doe s not atte m pt to consi de r  a l l  aspe cts of house hol d 
e conom i c w e l l be i ng  for  A ustra l i a ’s re g i ons. Rathe r , i t focuse s on ave rag e  
i ncom e s, ave rag e  w e al th and the  cost of l i v i ng . Future  BIT RE re se arch 
w i l l  consi de r  e xte ndi ng  thi s pape r ’s approach to i ncorporate  i nform ati on 
on e conom i c se cur i ty  and the  di str i buti on of re source s w i thi n re g i ons. 

Income and wealth 
T hi s se cti on com pare s re g i onal  i ncom e  and w e al th, usi ng  the  fol l ow i ng  
tw o m e asure s: 

o  Incom e  pe r  taxpaye r  2003–04 (BIT RE  T axabl e  Incom e  D atabase ); 

o  N e t w orth pe r  house hol d 2003–04 (BIT RE H ouse hol d We al th 
D atabase ). 

Ide al l y , both m e asure s w oul d be  on a  pe r  house hol d basi s. H ow e ve r , no 
sm al l  are a m e asure  of ave rag e  house hol d i ncom e  i s avai l abl e  for   
2003–04. T he  A BS ’ Ce nsus of P opul ati on and H ousi ng  col l e cts i ncom e  
data  i n spe ci fi e d i ncom e  rang e s for  i ndi v i dual s and A BS  has use d thi s 
data  to de ve l op sm al l  are a e sti m ate s of m e di an w e e k l y  house hol d 
i ncom e  for  2001 and 2006. T he  ce nsus base d i ncom e  m e asure  has not 
be e n anal yse d i n thi s pape r , w hi ch focuse s on com par i ng  thre e  BIT RE 
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re g i onal  i nform ati on proj e cts. H ow e ve r , BIT RE’s for thcom i ng  re port on 
H ouse hol d We al th  anal yse s the  re l ati onshi p be tw e e n w e al th and both 
the  A BS  and BIT RE i ncom e  m e asure s. T he  concl usi ons are  si m i l ar , e xce pt 
that the  A BS  i ncom e  m e asure  i s som e w hat l e ss c l ose l y  ti e d to w e al th 
than the  BIT RE i ncom e  m e asure .  

T he  m ai n factor  l i m i ti ng  the  com parabi l i ty  of the  BIT RE w e al th and 
i ncom e  m e asure s i s that one  i s on a  ‘pe r  house hol d’ basi s and the  othe r  i s 
on a  ‘pe r  taxpaye r ’ basi s. T hus, re g i onal  di ffe re nce s i n the  ave rag e  
num be r  of taxpaye rs pe r  house hol d coul d pote nti a l l y  di stor t the  
com par i son. Late r  i n thi s se cti on, an atte m pt w i l l  be  m ade  to control  for  
thi s i ssue . H ow e ve r , the  i ni ti a l  anal ysi s w i l l  be  base d on the  unadj uste d 
BIT RE w e al th and i ncom e  m e asure s. 
T he  anal ysi s i s unde rtak e n at the  S LA  scal e . D ue  to the  unavai l abi l i ty  of 
house hol d w e al th data , ve ry  re m ote  S LA s, di scre te  i ndi g e nous 
com m uni ti e s and S LA s w i th l e ss than 500 house hol ds have  be e n e xcl ude d. 
T he re  are  1135 re m ai ni ng  S LA s and the se  S LA s account for  about 99  pe r  
ce nt of the  A ustra l i an popul ati on. 

Regional relationship between wealth and income 
In 2003–04, i ncom e  pe r  taxpaye r  var i e d from  a l ow  of A $29 580 pe r  ye ar  
for  the  sm al l  V i ctor i an tow n of Robi nval e  to a  hi g h of A $109 150 pe r  ye ar  
for  the  Mosm an S LA  on S ydne y’s north shore . T he  capi ta l  c i ti e s dom i nate  
the  l i st of the  hi g he st i ncom e  S LA s, par ti cul ar l y  S ydne y, Me l bourne  and 
P e r th. T he  l ow e st i ncom e  S LA s are  ofte n rural  are as, a l thoug h se ve ral  
oute r  Br i sbane  suburbs a l so have  par ti cul ar l y  l ow  i ncom e s. 

In 2003–04, ne t w orth pe r  house hol d rang e d from  a l ow  of A $154 300 pe r  
house hol d for  Mount Morg an, a  form e r  g ol d m i ni ng  tow n i n Q ue e nsl and, 
to a  hi g h of A $1.9  m i l l i on i n the  P e r th r i ve r front suburb of P e ppe rm i nt 
G rove . T he  capi ta l  c i ti e s dom i nate  the  l i st of the  w e al thi e st S LA s, 
par ti cul ar l y  S ydne y, P e r th and Me l bourne . T he  l e ast w e al thy S LA s are  
m ore  di ve rse , and i ncl ude  oute r  suburbs of the  capi ta l  c i ti e s, re g i onal  
ce ntre s and sm al l  tow ns. Re g i onal  ce ntre s consi ste ntl y  have  l e ss w e al th 
than the i r  surroundi ng  rural  S LA s. 

We al th i s posi ti ve l y  corre l ate d w i th i ncom e  across S LA s, w i th a  
corre l ati on coe ffi c i e nt of 0 .64 . Much of the  stre ng th of thi s re l ati onshi p 
com e s from  the  hi g h i ncom e  and hi g h w e al th S LA s. If the  top w e al th 
de ci l e  i s e xcl ude d, the  corre l ati on drops to 0 .26 . T hus, w he n the  
w e al thi e st re g i ons are  tak e n out of the  pi cture , the  l i nk  be tw e e n i ncom e  
and w e al th i s qui te  w e ak .  

T hi s patte rn i s i l l ustrate d by F i g ure  4 , i n w hi ch the  S LA s are  g roupe d i nto 
w e al th de ci l e s, and the  m e di an val ue  of the  i ncom e  m e asure  i s pl otte d 
for  e ach de ci l e . Incom e  r i se s ve ry  g radual l y  across de ci l e s one  to ni ne , 
but the  S LA s i n the  top w e al th de ci l e  have  m ark e dl y  hi g he r  i ncom e  than 
the  S LA s i n the  othe r  ni ne  de ci l e s.  
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T he  w e al th e sti m ate s show  g re ate r  var i ati on at the  S LA  scal e  than do the  
i ncom e  e sti m ate s. T he  coe ffi c i e nt of var i ati on for  w e al th i s 34  pe r  ce nt, 
com pare d to 19  pe r  ce nt for  i ncom e . 
 
Whe n the  w e al th and i ncom e  data  are  g roupe d i nto qui nti l e s: 

o  31 pe r  ce nt of S LA s are  cate g or i se d i n the  sam e  qui nti l e  for  w e al th 
and i ncom e ;  

o  35 pe r  ce nt of S LA s are  cate g or i se d i nto adj ace nt qui nti l e s; and 

o  T he  w e al th and i ncom e  data  are  cate g or i se d to di ffe re nt and non-
adj ace nt qui nti l e s for  the  re m ai ni ng  34  pe r  ce nt of S LA s. 
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Fi gu r e 4  Medi an  SLA val u e of i n com e for  each  weal th  dec i l e,  2003–04  

 
N o t e s :   E x c l u d e s  S L A s  w i t h  f e w e r  t h a n  5 0 0  h o u s e h o l d s ,  v e r y  r e m o t e  S L A s  a n d   
  d i s c r e t e  i n d i g e n o u s  c o m m u n i t i e s .  T h e r e  a r e  1 1 3 5  r e m a i n i n g  S L A s .  
S o u r c e :   B I T R E  a n a l y s i s  b a s e d  o n  B I T R E  H o u s e h o l d  W e a l t h  D a t a b a s e  a n d  T a x a b l e  

I n c o m e  D a t a b a s e .  

 
T hus, for  roug hl y  tw o thi rds of the  i n-scope  S LA s, the  w e al th and i ncom e  
rank i ng s appe ar  re asonabl y  w e l l  a l i g ne d. Roug hl y  hal f of a l l  S LA s i n the  
top w e al th qui nti l e  are  a l so cate g or i se d to the  top i ncom e  qui nti l e . 
H ow e ve r , l e ss than one -thi rd of S LA s i n the  bottom  w e al th qui nti l e  are  
cate g or i se d to the  bottom  i ncom e  qui nti l e . T he  w e al th and i ncom e  data  
are  m ore  consi ste nt i n i de nti fy i ng  par ti cul ar l y  w e l l  off re g i ons than i n 
i de nti fy i ng  re l ati ve l y  di sadvantag e d re g i ons. 

For  19  pe r  ce nt of S LA s the  g ap be tw e e n the  w e al th and i ncom e  rank i ng s 
e xce e ds 500 pl ace s. We al th i s rank e d m ore  than 500 pl ace s hi g he r  than 
i ncom e  for  10  pe r  ce nt of S LA s, and i ncom e  i s rank e d m ore  than 500 
pl ace s hi g he r  than w e al th for  9  pe r  ce nt of S LA s. A t face  val ue , the  
w e al th and i ncom e  data  appe ar  to provi de  contradi ctory  m e ssag e s about 
the  e conom i c w e l l be i ng  of the se  S LA s.  

F i g ure s 5  and 6  m ap the  re l ati onshi p be tw e e n w e al th and i ncom e , 
focusi ng  on re g i ons i n the  hi g he st and l ow e st qui nti l e s. 

o  H i g h i ncom e , hi g h w e al th  re g i ons (bl ue ) are  l arg e l y  conce ntrate d 
i n the  m aj or  c i ti e s (par ti cul ar l y  S ydne y, Me l bourne , P e r th, 
Br i sbane  and Canbe rra). T he y are  not v i si bl e  on the  nati onal  m ap, 
but g e ne ral l y  have  l arg e  popul ati ons. F i g ure  6  hi g hl i g hts a  
substanti a l  num be r  of hi g h w e al th, hi g h i ncom e  S LA s i n Br i sbane , 
par ti cul ar l y  i n the  north w e ste rn suburbs. Wi ng e carr i be e  (N S W), 
Yarrow l um l a P ar t A  (w hi ch adj oi ns the  A CT ), som e  G ol d Coast 
suburbs and se ve ral  rural  WA  S LA s a l so have  hi g h w e al th and hi g h 
i ncom e .  
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F i gu r e 5 Sel ec ted com bi n ati on s of weal th  an d i n com e,  SLAs,  Au str a l i a ,  

2003–04 

 
N o t e s :   B a s e d  o n  2 0 0 1  A S G C  b o u n d a r i e s .  T h e  a n a l y s i s  e x c l u d e s  v e r y  r e m o t e  S L A s  

a n d  d i s c r e t e  i n d i g e n o u s  c o m m u n i t i e s .  I f  a n  S L A  i s  i n  t h e  t o p  q u i n t i l e  f o r  
w e a l t h  ( i n c o m e )  i t  i s  a s s e s s e d  a s  h i g h  w e a l t h  ( i n c o m e ) .  S L A s  i n  t h e  b o t t o m  
q u i n t i l e  a r e  a s s e s s e d  a s  l o w  w e a l t h / i n c o m e .  

S o u r c e :   B I T R E  H o u s e h o l d  W e a l t h  D a t a b a s e  a n d  B I T R E  T a x a b l e  I n c o m e  D a t a b a s e .  

 

o  Low  i ncom e , l ow  w e al th  re g i ons (re d) are  prom i ne nt i n T asm ani a , 
A de l ai de , southw e st Br i sbane , Wi de  Bay-Burne tt (Q LD ) and far  
north Q ue e nsl and. F i g ure  6  re ve al s that re g i onal  ce ntre s such as 
Warw i ck , G ym pi e  and N am bour  do poor l y  i n te rm s of both w e al th 
and i ncom e . T he  l ow  i ncom e  l ow  w e al th re g i ons are  som e  of the  
m ore  e conom i cal l y  di sadvantag e d pl ace s i n A ustra l i a , outsi de  of 
di scre te  i ndi g e nous com m uni ti e s. 

o  H i g h i ncom e , l ow  w e al th re g i ons (g re e n) are  typi cal l y  re m ote  
m i ni ng  com m uni ti e s, such as D uar i ng a, Mount Isa , Roxby D ow ns, 
Cool g ardi e  and P ort H e dl and. S om e  othe r  S LA s w i th ve ry  young  
popul ati ons are  characte r i se d by hi g h i ncom e  and l ow  w e al th, 
such as Ci ty  Re m ai nde r  i n D arw i n (w hi ch contai ns a  RA A F base ) 
and the  i nne r  c i ty  Br i sbane  suburb of For ti tude  V al l e y . 
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o  Low  i ncom e , hi g h w e al th  re g i ons (ye l l ow ) are  m ost com m onl y 
ag r i cul tural l y  base d S LA s i n re g i onal  WA  and V i ctor i a . S om e  
coastal  S LA s, such as Byron (N S W) and Robe  (S A ), are  a l so 
characte r i se d by l ow  i ncom e  and hi g h w e al th. Base d on i ncom e  
stati sti cs a l one , the se  re g i ons m ay be  asse sse d as di sadvantag e d, 
but the  w e al th data  sug g e sts the  ave rag e  house hol d has 
substanti a l  w e al th hol di ng s that can be  use d to support 
consum pti on and m ai ntai n l i fe sty l e . 

Fi gu r e 6 Sel ec ted com bi n ati on s of weal th  an d i n com e,  SLAs,  sou th east 
 Q u een sl an d,  2003–04 

 
N o t e s :   B a s e d  o n  2 0 0 1  A S G C  b o u n d a r i e s .  I f  a n  S L A  i s  i n  t h e  t o p  q u i n t i l e  f o r  w e a l t h  

( i n c o m e )  i t  i s  a s s e s s e d  a s  h i g h  w e a l t h  ( i n c o m e ) .  S L A s  i n  t h e  b o t t o m  q u i n t i l e  
a r e  a s s e s s e d  a s  l o w  w e a l t h / i n c o m e .  

S o u r c e :   B I T R E  H o u s e h o l d  W e a l t h  D a t a b a s e  a n d  B I T R E  T a x a b l e  I n c o m e  D a t a b a s e .  

 

F i g ure s 7  and 8  hi g hl i g ht re g i ons for  w hi ch the  w e al th and i ncom e  data  
are  l e ast w e l l  a l i g ne d. Re g i ons w he re  the  w e al th rank i ng  i s m ark e dl y  
hi g he r  than the  i ncom e  rank i ng  are  i n bl ue , w hi l e  re g i ons i n w hi ch the  
i ncom e  rank i ng  i s m ark e dl y  hi g he r  than the  w e al th rank i ng  are  i n re d.  
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T he  fol l ow i ng  obse rvati ons can be  m ade  about re g i ons i n w hi ch  the  
w e al th data  m ark e dl y  outpe rform s the  i ncom e  data : 

o  T he y are  pre dom i nantl y  l ocate d outsi de  of the  capi ta l  c i ti e s.  

o  T he re  i s a  te nde ncy for  the se  S LA s to have  an ol de r  ag e  structure , 
w i th a  m e di an ag e  above  the  nati onal  m e di an ag e  of 35 . 

o  Many are  rural  are as i n w hi ch a  hi g h proporti on of house hol ds 
ow n a  farm  busi ne ss and busi ne ss asse ts are  one  of the  l arg e st 
contr i butors to ne t w orth. For  the se  S LA s, i ncom e  i s ofte n l ow , and 
can fl uctuate  consi de rabl y  from  ye ar  to ye ar . Farm  i ncom e  w as 
g e ne ral l y  l ow  due  to droug ht i n 2003–04. Busi ne ss asse ts are  an 
i l l i qui d form  of asse t and thi s has i m pl i cati ons for  asse ssi ng  
e conom i c w e l l be i ng . N e ve rthe l e ss, house hol ds w i th substanti a l  
farm  busi ne ss asse ts g e ne ral l y  have  m ore  opti ons ope n to the m  i f 
i ncom e  sudde nl y  fa l l s, com pare d to house hol ds w i th l i m i te d asse ts 
(A l ston and Ke nt 2004, D O T A RS  2005). 

o  We al th a l so outpe rform s i ncom e  for  m any coasta l  S LA s. T he se  
S LA s te nd to have  l ow  or  m ode rate  busi ne ss asse ts and a  
substanti a l  proporti on of w e al th ti e d up i n the  ow ne r  occupi e d 
dw e l l i ng . Many have  be e n i de nti fi e d as se a chang e  com m uni ti e s 
by the  N ati onal  S e a Chang e  T ask force  (2005, p2), w hi ch re ports 
that:  

‘m ore  affl ue nt se a chang e rs re al i se  hi g h capi ta l  g ai ns from  ci ty  
housi ng  and “dow n si ze ” i n l i fe sty l e  de sti nati ons, w he re  
prope rty  pr i ce s are  l ow e r  . . . T hi s has be e n de scr i be d as par t 
of a  broade r  tre nd to “dow nshi ft”  by vol untar i l y  re duci ng  
i ncom e  and consum pti on l e ve l s’.  

T o the  e xte nt that re si de nts fi t thi s m oul d, the  l ow  ave rag e  
i ncom e s i n the se  hi g h w e al th S LA s m ay re fl e ct a  de l i be rate  choi ce  
to i m prove  l i fe sty l e  by m ovi ng  re g i on and vol untary  re duci ng  
i ncom e . T he  i ncom e  data  w oul d the n provi de  an ove r l y  ne g ati ve  
pi cture  of the  re g i on’s e conom i c w e l l be i ng . S ore nse n (2004 p19) 
note s that re ti re m e nt and l i fe sty l e  are as can ‘g i ve  the  v i sual  
i m pre ssi on of be i ng  w e l l -he e l e d e ve n i f studi e s of w e l l -be i ng  
sug g e st the  opposi te ’—thi s appare nt anom al y  can be  re sol ve d by 
consi de r i ng  w e al th as w e l l  as i ncom e . 

T he  fol l ow i ng  obse rvati ons can be  m ade  about re g i ons i n w hi ch the  
i ncom e  data  m ark e dl y  outpe rform s the  w e al th data: 

o  Most of the  S LA s have  a  m e di an ag e  be l ow  the  nati onal  m e di an 
ag e  of 35 . Re g i ons w i th a  ve ry  youthful  ag e  profi l e  w oul d be  
e xpe cte d to pe r form  rathe r  poor l y  i n te rm s of w e al th and be tte r  i n 
te rm s of i ncom e . T he  di ffe re nce  m ay be  l arg e  i n those  re g i ons 
w he re  young  pe opl e  are  abl e  to e arn ve ry  hi g h i ncom e s. 

o  Incom e  te nds to outpe rform  w e al th data  for  i nne r  c i ty  suburbs i n 
w hi ch m ost re si de nts l i ve  i n apar tm e nts or  fl ats and hom e  
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ow ne rshi p i s l ow . Exam pl e s i ncl ude  S pr i ng  H i l l  (Br i sbane ), 
A de l ai de  c i ty , S outhbank -D ock l ands (Me l bourne ) and S outh 
S ydne y.  

Fi gu r e 7  SLAs for  wh i ch  weal th  an d i n com e r an ki n gs d i ffer  
con si der abl y ,  Au str a l i a ,  2003–04 

 
N o t e s :   A  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  t h e  w e a l t h  a n d  i n c o m e  r a n k i n g s  o f  5 0 0  o r  m o r e  p l a c e s  f o r  a  

S L A  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  ‘ d r a m a t i c ’ .  I f  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  i s  l e s s  t h a n  2 5 0  p l a c e s ,  t h e  
S L A ’ s  w e a l t h  a n d  i n c o m e  d a t a  a r e  c o n s i d e r e d  ‘ r e a s o n a b l y  c o n s i s t e n t ’ .  

  B a s e d  o n  2 0 0 1  A S G C  b o u n d a r i e s .  T h e  a n a l y s i s  e x c l u d e s  S L A s  w i t h  f e w e r  
t h a n  5 0 0  h o u s e h o l d s  i n  2 0 0 3 – 0 4 ,  v e r y  r e m o t e  S L A s  a n d  d i s c r e t e  i n d i g e n o u s  
c o m m u n i t i e s .   

S o u r c e :   B I T R E  H o u s e h o l d  W e a l t h  D a t a b a s e  a n d  B I T R E  T a x a b l e  I n c o m e  D a t a b a s e .  

 
o  Many of the  S LA s have  a  l arg e  m i ni ng  i ndustry  (e .g . P or t H e dl and, 

Cool g ardi e , Roe bourne , Col l i e  and Kal g oor l i e / Boul de r  i n WA ; 
Em e ral d, D uar i ng a, P e ak  D ow ns, Cl oncurry  and Mount Isa  i n Q LD ; 
and Roxby D ow ns i n S A ). Mi ni ng  e m pl oys m any young  pe opl e  at a  
re l ati ve l y  hi g h w ag e , but the  e m pl oye e s have  not ye t accum ul ate d 
m uch w e al th. H om e  ow ne rshi p rate s and prope rty  pr i ce s w e re  
typi cal l y  qui te  l ow  i n 2003–04. 

o  Incom e  al so outpe rform s w e al th i n se ve ral  re g i onal  ce ntre s w i th a  
l arg e  m anufactur i ng  or  e l e ctr i c i ty  g e ne rati on se ctor  (e .g . Whyal l a , 
Morw e l l , G e e l ong , G l adstone ). 
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o  Fi g ure  8  re ve al s that som e  urban fr i ng e  m ortg ag e  be l t S LA s 
pe r form  m uch m ore  strong l y  i n te rm s of i ncom e  than w e al th (e .g . 
S unbury, Wyndham  We st and Be rw i ck  i n G re ate r  Me l bourne ). 

o  Most S LA s i n the  thre e  l arg e st northe rn c i ti e s of D arw i n (N T ), 
Cai rns (Q LD ) and T ow nsvi l l e  (Q LD ) pe r form  m uch m ore  strong l y  
i n te rm s of i ncom e  data  than w e al th data . D arw i n and T ow nsvi l l e  
have  a  strong  de fe nce  pre se nce , w hi l e  a l l  thre e  c i ti e s have  
re l ati ve l y  youthful  popul ati ons.  

Fi gu r e 8 SLAs for  wh i ch  weal th  an d i n com e r an ki n gs d i ffer  
con si der abl y ,  Mel bou r n e an d su r r ou n ds,  2003–04 

 
N o t e s :   A  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  t h e  w e a l t h  a n d  i n c o m e  r a n k i n g s  o f  5 0 0  o r  m o r e  p l a c e s  f o r  a  

S L A  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  ‘ d r a m a t i c ’ .  I f  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  i s  l e s s  t h a n  2 5 0  p l a c e s ,  t h e  
S L A ’ s  w e a l t h  a n d  i n c o m e  d a t a  a r e  c o n s i d e r e d  ‘ r e a s o n a b l y  c o n s i s t e n t ’ .  

  B a s e d  o n  2 0 0 1  A S G C  b o u n d a r i e s .  T h e  a n a l y s i s  e x c l u d e s  S L A s  w i t h  f e w e r  
t h a n  5 0 0  h o u s e h o l d s  i n  2 0 0 3 – 0 4 ,  v e r y  r e m o t e  S L A s  a n d  d i s c r e t e  i n d i g e n o u s  
c o m m u n i t i e s .   

S o u r c e :   B I T R E  H o u s e h o l d  W e a l t h  D a t a b a s e  a n d  B I T R E  T a x a b l e  I n c o m e  D a t a b a s e .  

 

Controll ing for ‘taxpayers per household’ and age structure 
T hi s se cti on i nve sti g ate s the  e xte nt to w hi ch the  obse rve d di ffe re nce s i n 
the  i ncom e  and w e al th rank i ng s for  a  re g i on can be  attr i bute d to 
re g i onal  di ffe re nce s i n ag e  structure  and the  num be r  of taxpaye rs pe r  
house hol d.  
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T he  spe ci fi c  m e asure s of w e al th and i ncom e  w hi ch form  the  basi s of the  
pre ce di ng  anal ysi s are  not e nti re l y  com parabl e . T he  ‘pe r  house hol d’ 
w e al th m e asure  m ay di ffe r  from  the  ‘pe r  taxpaye r ’ i ncom e  m e asure , not 
be cause  of any unde r l y i ng  di ffe re nce  be tw e e n i ncom e  and w e al th, but 
rathe r  be cause  the  ave rag e  num be r  of taxpaye rs pe r  house hol d di ffe rs 
across re g i ons. T he  ave rag e  num be r  of taxpaye rs pe r  house hol d typi cal l y  
l i e s be tw e e n 0 .6  and 1 .9 . It te nds to be  hi g he st for  oute r  suburban 
m ortg ag e  be l t S LA s, i n w hi ch both adul ts are  g e ne ral l y  e ng ag e d i n the  
w ork force , and l ow e st for  re g i ons w hi ch have  e i the r  a  ve ry  sm al l  
ave rag e  house hol d si ze  or  l ow  l abour  m ark e t e ng ag e m e nt. 

We al th and i ncom e  fol l ow  di ffe re nt patte rns w i th re spe ct to ag e . T he  
young e st ag e  g roups have  ve ry  l ow  w e al th but m ode rate  to hi g h i ncom e s, 
w hi l e  the  ol de st ag e  g roups have  ve ry  l ow  i ncom e s com bi ne d w i th 
m ode rate  to hi g h w e al th. T he  w e al th and i ncom e  data  show  l e ss contrast 
for  the  35  to 64  ag e  g roups (BIT RE for thcom i ng ). T he re  are  consi de rabl e  
di ffe re nce s i n the  ag e  structure  of re g i onal  popul ati ons and w e  w oul d 
e xpe ct the se  di ffe re nce s i n w e al th and i ncom e  across the  l i fe cycl e  to be  
re fl e cte d i n di ffe re nce s i n the  w e al th and i ncom e  pe rform ance  of 
re g i ons. Inde e d, the  e ar l i e r  di scussi on of F i g ure s 5  to 8  sug g e ste d 
re g i onal  di ffe re nce s i n ag e  structure  have  had such an e ffe ct. 

T abl e  2  sum m ari se s how  the  S LA  e sti m ate s of w e al th and i ncom e  vary  
w i th m e di an ag e . We al th te nds to be  l ow e st for  S LA s w i th a  m e di an ag e  
of l e ss than thi r ty , and r i se s across the  ag e  cate g or i e s. In contrast, 
i ncom e  i s hi g he st for  S LA s w i th a  m e di an ag e  of l e ss than 30  and te nds to 
de cl i ne  across the  ag e  cate g or i e s, a l thoug h i t i s m arg i nal l y  hi g he r  for  
the  45  pl us cate g ory than for  the  40–44 cate g ory. T hi s i ndi cate s w e  shoul d 
e xpe ct contrasti ng  w e al th and i ncom e  data  for  m any of the  S LA s w hi ch 
have  a  par ti cul ar l y  youthful  or  a  par ti cul ar l y  ol d ag e  structure .  

T abl e 2  In com e an d weal th  by m edi an  age categor y,  SLAs,  2003–04   

Med i an  a g e  Numbe r  o f  S LA s  Ne t  wo r t h  p e r  h ou s eho l d  ( A$ ’ 000 )  
(med i a n )  

I n c ome  pe r  t a xpa y e r  
( A$ )  (med i a n )  

Le s s  t h an  30  72  299  43  115  
30–34  344  375  40  214  
35–39   509  431  38  482  
40–44  187  450  36  177  
45  o r  more  23  476  36  527  

N o t e s :   E x c l u d e s  S L A s  w i t h  f e w e r  t h a n  5 0 0  h o u s e h o l d s  i n  2 0 0 3 – 0 4 ,  v e r y  r e m o t e  
S L A s  a n d  d i s c r e t e  i n d i g e n o u s  c o m m u n i t i e s .  T h e r e  a r e  1 1 3 5  r e m a i n i n g  S L A s .  

S o u r c e :   B I T R E  a n a l y s i s  b a s e d  o n  B I T R E  H o u s e h o l d  W e a l t h  D a t a b a s e ,  B I T R E  T a x a b l e  
I n c o m e  D a t a b a s e  a n d  2 0 0 1  A B S ’  C e n s u s  o f  P o p u l a t i o n  a n d  H o u s i n g  p l a c e  o f  
u s u a l  r e s i d e n c e  d a t a .  

Re g re ssi on anal ysi s w as use d to i nve sti g ate  the  e xte nt to w hi ch a  
re g i on’s ag e  structure  and taxpaye rs pe r  house hol d rati o can e xpl ai n 
di ffe re nce s i n the  w e al th and i ncom e  rank i ng s. T he  de pe nde nt var i abl e  
i n the  re g re ssi on i s the  w e al th rank  l e ss the  i ncom e  rank , w he re  the  S LA  
w i th the  hi g he st w e al th (i ncom e ) re ce i ve s a  rank i ng  of one . Whe n the  
de pe nde nt var i abl e  i s posi ti ve , i ncom e  outrank s w e al th. T abl e  3  pre se nts 
the  re sul ts. 
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T he  taxpaye rs pe r  house hol d var i abl e  coul d onl y  e xpl ai n a  sm al l  
proporti on of var i ati on. It w as not stati sti cal l y  si g ni fi cant once  ag e  
i nform ati on w as i ncorporate d i n the  re g re ssi on. T he  fact that i ncom e  i s 
m e asure d on a  ‘pe r  taxpaye r ’ basi s rathe r  than a  ‘pe r  house hol d’ basi s 
m ak e s l i ttl e  contr i buti on to the  di ffe re nce  i n re g i onal  i ncom e  and 
w e al th rank i ng s.  

T abl e 3 Age an d th e taxpayer  r ate as expl an ator s o f th e d i ffer en ce i n  
weal th  an d i n com e r an ki n gs for  SLAs 

Dependen t  v a r i a b l e  =  Wea l t h  r a nk  –  I n c ome  r ank  

E xp l a na t o r y  v a r i a b l e s  
Taxpaye r  r a t e  

on l y  
Taxpaye r  r a t e  

and  med i an  a ge  

Taxpaye r  r a t e  
and  a ge  sh a re  

v a r i ab l e s  
Cons t an t  –496** *  2002** *  –1481**  
Ave r a ge  t axpaye r s  pe r  househo ld  432* * *  n s  n s  
Med i an  a ge  n r  –54* * *  n r  
Popu l a t i on  sh a re  a ged  0–14  n r  n r  1582*  
Popu l a t i on  sh a re  a ged  15–24  n r  n r  3166** *  
Popu l a t i on  sh a re  a ged  25–34  n r  n r  4584** *  
Popu l a t i on  sh a re  a ged  45–54  n r  n r  n s  
Popu l a t i on  sh a re  a ged  55–64  n r  n r  –2257** *  
Popu l a t i on  sh a re  a ged  65+  n r  n r  n s  
    
Ad j u s t ed  R - squa red   6 . 6%  35 . 6%  47 . 4%  

N o t e s :   E x c l u d e s  S L A s  w i t h  f e w e r  t h a n  5 0 0  h o u s e h o l d s  i n  2 0 0 3 – 0 4 ,  v e r y  r e m o t e  
S L A s  a n d  d i s c r e t e  i n d i g e n o u s  c o m m u n i t i e s .  T h e r e  a r e  1 1 3 5  r e m a i n i n g  S L A s .  

  A l l  a g e  d a t a  r e l a t e s  t o  2 0 0 1 .  T h e  3 5 – 4 4  a g e  c a t e g o r y  w a s  o m i t t e d  t o  a v o i d  
p e r f e c t  m u l t i c o l l i n e a r i t y .  

  n r = n o t  r e l e v a n t ;  n s = n o t  s i g n i f i c a n t  a t  1 0  p e r  c e n t  s i g n i f i c a n c e  l e v e l ;  * =  
s i g n i f i c a n t  a t  1 0  p e r  c e n t  l e v e l ;  * * = s i g n i f i c a n t  a t  5  p e r  c e n t  l e v e l ;  * * * =  
s i g n i f i c a n t  a t  1  p e r  c e n t  l e v e l .  

S o u r c e :   B I T R E  a n a l y s i s  b a s e d  o n  B I T R E  H o u s e h o l d  W e a l t h  D a t a b a s e ,  B I T R E  T a x a b l e  
I n c o m e  D a t a b a s e  a n d  2 0 0 1  A B S ’  C e n s u s  o f  P o p u l a t i o n  a n d  H o u s i n g  p l a c e  o f  
u s u a l  r e s i d e n c e  d a t a .  

In contrast, di ffe re nce s i n the  ag e  structure  of re g i onal  popul ati ons are  
ve ry  i m portant i n e xpl ai ni ng  di ffe re nce s i n re g i onal  i ncom e  and w e al th 
rank i ng s. D i ffe re nce s i n m e di an ag e  e xpl ai n m ore  than one -thi rd of the  
re g i onal  var i ati on. T he  hi g he r  a  re g i on’s m e di an ag e , the  m ore  l i k e l y  the  
w e al th rank i ng  w i l l  outpe rform  the  i ncom e  rank i ng . A ddi ng  i n a  g re ate r  
rang e  of ag e  re l ate d var i abl e s i m prove s the  m ode l ’s e xpl anatory  pow e r . 
H avi ng  a  hi g h proporti on of pe opl e  i n the  young e r  ag e  g roups m ak e s i t 
m ore  l i k e l y  the  i ncom e  rank i ng  w i l l  outpe rform  the  w e al th rank i ng  for  a  
re g i on, w hi l e  a  hi g h proporti on of pe opl e  i n the  55–64 ag e  g roup has the  
opposi te  e ffe ct. Re g i onal  di ffe re nce s i n ag e  structure  are  capabl e  of 
e xpl ai ni ng  j ust unde r  hal f of the  obse rve d re g i onal  var i ati on.  

T hi s confi rm s the  i m portance  of re g i onal  di ffe re nce s i n ag e  structure  i n 
e xpl ai ni ng  di ffe re nce s i n the  w e al th and i ncom e  pe rform ance  of a  
re g i on. H ow e ve r , di ffe re nce s i n ag e  structure  are  ce r ta i nl y  not the  
w hol e  story . O the r  factors, such as prope rty  pr i ce s, m i g rati on fl ow s, 
i ndustry  structure , busi ne ss asse ts and savi ng  prope nsi ti e s, a l so appe ar  to 
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contr i bute  to di ffe re nce s be tw e e n w e al th and i ncom e  for  A ustra l i a ’s 
re g i ons. 



BITRE staff paper 

26 

Cost of living 
T hi s se cti on e xam i ne s the  re l ati onshi p be tw e e n the  cost of l i v i ng , 
house hol d w e al th and i ncom e . T he  cost of l i v i ng  i s i m portant i n the  
ove ral l  pi cture  of e conom i c w e l l be i ng , as i t e ffe cti ve l y  de te rm i ne s the  
buyi ng  pow e r  of a  g i ve n i ncom e  w i thi n that re g i on. Curran e t a l . (2008, 
p2) note  that ‘unadj uste d i ncom e -base d m e asure s i ne vi tabl y  y i e l d 
m i sl e adi ng  re sul ts by unde rstati ng  e conom i c w e l l be i ng  i n l ow -cost are as 
of the  country  and ove rstati ng  e conom i c w e l l be i ng  i n hi g h-cost are as’. 
T hi s i s an e spe ci a l l y  si g ni fi cant i ssue  i n A ustra l i a , w he re  transport 
di stance s are  ofte n m e asure d i n thousands of k i l om e tre s. A n i m portant 
que sti on to ask  i s w he the r  consi de rati on of the  cost of l i v i ng  e xace rbate s 
or  l e sse ns re g i onal  di ffe re nce s i n e conom i c w e l l be i ng . 

T he  com parabi l i ty  of the  cost of l i v i ng  i nde x w i th w e al th and i ncom e  i s 
l i m i te d be cause  the  datase ts use  di ffe re nt g e og raphi e s. T he  cost of 
l i v i ng  i ndi ce s are  base d on i ndi vi dual  tow ns, w hi l e  the  w e al th and 
i ncom e  e sti m ate s are  base d on S LA s. N on-m e tropol i tan S LA s vary  g re atl y  
i n si ze , and ofte n contai n m ul ti pl e  tow ns as w e l l  as rural  are as. 

Com parabi l i ty  i s a l so l i m i te d by the  ti m e fram e . Both the  w e al th and 
i ncom e  data  are  for  2003–04, w hi l e  the  cost of l i v i ng  i ndi ce s are  for  June  
2006. T he  fol l ow i ng  anal ysi s m ak e s the  assum pti on that the  spati a l  
re l ati v i ti e s of com m on g oods and se rvi ce s pr i ce s i n 2006 are  a  use ful  
g ui de  to the  spati a l  re l ati v i ti e s of pr i ce s i n 2003–04. 

D ue  to data  l i m i tati ons di scusse d be l ow , the  cost of l i v i ng  sam pl e  w as 
re duce d for  the  fol l ow i ng  com par i sons w i th w e al th and i ncom e . T hi s had 
the  e ffe ct of re m ovi ng  m any of the  sm al l e r  and m ore  re m ote  l ocati ons. 
T abl e  4  provi de s som e  sum m ary stati sti cs for  the  ful l  cost of re m ote ne ss 
datase t and the  sam pl e s use d i n the  w e al th and i ncom e  anal yse s. A s a  
cost of l i v i ng  i nde x coul d not be  cal cul ate d for  a l l  are as, the se  sum m ary 
stati sti cs are  l i m i te d to a  H ES  g roup for  w hi ch col l e cti on i te m s w e re  
a l w ays avai l abl e : food and non-al cohol i c  be ve rag e s. 

T abl e 4 Su m m ar y stati sti c s  for  food i n dex ac r oss sam pl es 

  
A l l  131  l o c a t i o n s  i n  

c o s t  o f  l i v i n g  
d a t a s e t  

74  l o c a t i o n s  u s ed  
f o r  wea l t h  a nd  c o s t  

o f  l i v i n g  a na l y s i s  

85  l o c a t i o n s  u s ed  f o r  
i n c ome  and  c o s t  o f  

l i v i n g  a na l y s i s  

Mean  116 . 9  106 . 6  108 . 9  

M in imum 91 . 3  91 . 3  91 . 3  

Max imum 202 . 4  126 . 9  137 . 4  

Coe f f i c i en t  o f  v a r i a t i on  15%  6%  8%  
S o u r c e :   B I T R E  a n a l y s i s  b a s e d  o n  B I T R E  H o u s e h o l d  W e a l t h  D a t a b a s e ,  T a x a b l e  I n c o m e   
  D a t a b a s e  a n d  c o s t  o f  r e m o t e n e s s  d a t a s e t .  

 
Whe n the  sam pl e  si ze  i s re duce d, the  m e an, the  m axi m um  and the  
coe ffi c i e nt of var i ati on de cre ase , w hi l e  the  m i ni m um  re m ai ns 
unchang e d. T he  coe ffi c i e nt of var i ati on for  the  re duce d sam pl e s i s 
around hal f that of the  ful l  datase t. 
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Whi l e  m any of the  m ost re m ote  l ocati ons have  be e n e xcl ude d from  thi s 
anal ysi s, re m ote ne ss re m ai ns an i m portant dr i ve r  of the  ove ral l  cost of 
l i v i ng . For  the  sam pl e  of 85  l ocati ons, the  cost of l i v i ng  i nde x te nds to 
i ncre ase  w i th the  di stance  from  the  ne are st tow n of 5  000  or  m ore  pe opl e  
(corre l ati on=0.63). 

Cost of l iving and wealth 
T hi s se cti on com pare s the  cost of l i v i ng  i nde x to the  house hol d w e al th 
data , base d on a  sam pl e  of 74  S LA s. T he  sam pl e  w as re duce d from  the  
or i g i nal  131  l ocati ons throug h the  re m oval  of: 

o  36 l ocati ons for  w hi ch house hol d w e al th e sti m ate s are  not 
avai l abl e  (ve ry  re m ote  and Indi g e nous com m uni ti e s and those  
w i th fe w e r  than 500 house hol ds); 

o  A  fur the r  15  tow ns that w e re  not the  l arg e st w i thi n the i r  S LA , to 
e nsure  the  tow ns surve ye d w e re  re pre se ntati ve  of the  S LA  i n 
w hi ch the y w e re  l ocate d; and 

o  A  fur the r  6  tow ns w hi ch di d not contai n e noug h i te m s to 
suffi c i e ntl y  cove r  the  m aj or  H ES  g roups (di scusse d be l ow ). 

T he  cost of re m ote ne ss proj e ct w as de si g ne d to e xam i ne  di ffe re nce s i n 
costs across A ustra l i a , par ti cul ar l y  i n re m ote  pl ace s, m any of w hi ch are  
sm al l  tow ns. A  num be r  of sam pl e d l ocati ons had l i m i te d or  no cove rag e  
of som e  of the  13  H ES  g roups (e .g . no a l cohol  w as avai l abl e  i n 8  of the  131 
l ocati ons). O nl y  l ocati ons w i th suffi c i e nt cove rag e  w e re  use d to cre ate  
the  ove ral l  cost of l i v i ng  i ndi ce s. Wi thout thi s cove rag e , the  i nde x w oul d 
not be  com parabl e  be tw e e n tow ns and w oul d ne e d to be  adj uste d to tak e  
trave l  costs for  the  consum e r  i nto account w he re  g oods or  se rvi ce s w e re  
not avai l abl e  l ocal l y . 

Conse que ntl y , i t w as not possi bl e  to cre ate  a  cost of l i v i ng  i nde x for  
som e  sam pl e d tow ns. T he  ade quacy of cove rag e  w as de te rm i ne d by a  
m i ni m um  num be r  of pr i ce  obse rvati ons for  e ach of the  13  g roups, w hi ch 
var i e d be tw e e n g roups de pe ndi ng  on the i r  si ze . S om e  si g ni fi cant i te m s 
w e re  a l so consi de re d m andatory  w i thi n a  g roup: house  pr i ce s i n curre nt 
housi ng  costs, pe trol  i n transport and at l e ast one  e l e ctr i cal  i te m  i n 
house hol d furni shi ng s and e qui pm e nt.  

T he  e xcl usi on of are as w hi ch l ack e d cove rag e  of the  H ES  g roups m e ant 
that sm al l e r  tow ns are  not pre se nt i n thi s sam pl e . T he se  tow ns te nd to 
have  hi g he r  i ndi ce s for  g roce ry  pr i ce s (BIT RE 2008c). Indi ce s by cate g ory 
of e xpe ndi ture  (such as g roce r i e s) for  the  re m ai ni ng  l ocati ons w i l l  be  
avai l abl e  i n the  fi rst of BIT RE’s upcom i ng  cost of re m ote ne ss re ports. 

T abl e  5  provi de s som e  sum m ary stati sti cs for  the  w e al th and cost of l i v i ng  
data  across the  74  S LA s. T he  w e al th data  di spl ays m uch g re ate r  var i ati on 
than the  cost of l i v i ng  i nde x. In thi s sam pl e , the  cost of l i v i ng  i nde x 
rang e s from  91.7  to 124.1 . T he  l ow e r  the  i nde x val ue , the  che ape r  the  cost 
of l i v i ng .  
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T abl e 5   Su m m ar y stati sti c s  for  weal th  an d th e cost o f l i v i n g i n dex 

  Ne t  wo r t h  p e r  h ou s eho l d  
2003–04  (A$ ’ 000 )  

Co s t  o f  l i v i n g  i n d e x  
2006  

Mean  379 . 7  101 . 1  

M in imum 202 . 1  91 . 7  

Max imum 633 . 1  124 . 1  

Coe f f i c i en t  o f  v a r i a t i on  24%  6%  
N o t e :   B a s e d  o n  a  s a m p l e  o f  7 4  S L A s .  E x c l u d e s  v e r y  r e m o t e  a r e a s ,  d i s c r e t e  i n d i g e n o u s   
  c o m m u n i t i e s  a n d  S L A s  w i t h  f e w e r  t h a n  5 0 0  h o u s e h o l d s .  A l s o  e x c l u d e s  S L A s  i n  w h i c h  
  t h e  s a m p l e d  t o w n  f o r  t h e  c o s t  o f  l i v i n g  d a t a  w a s  n o t  t h e  l a r g e s t  a n d  w h e r e  t h e r e  w a s  
  i n s u f f i c i e n t  c o v e r a g e  f o r  a  c o s t  o f  l i v i n g  i n d e x .  
S o u r c e :   B I T R E  a n a l y s i s  b a s e d  o n  B I T R E  H o u s e h o l d  W e a l t h  D a t a b a s e  a n d  c o s t  o f   
  r e m o t e n e s s  d a t a s e t .  

 
T he  cost of l i v i ng  i nde x var i e d be tw e e n 96 .8  and 105.5  across A ustra l i a ’s 
capi ta l  c i ti e s. A ustra l i a ’s m aj or  popul ati on ce ntre s face  re l ati ve l y  che ap 
pr i ce s for  g roce r i e s and m any othe r  g oods, but housi ng  costs te nd to be  
re l ati ve l y  hi g h. T he  l ow e st cost of l i v i ng  i s e vi de nt i n the  m ore  
acce ssi bl e  re g i onal  c i ti e s and tow ns, w hi ch be ne fi t from  l ow  pr i ce s for  
g roce r i e s and othe r  g oods and se rvi ce s as w e l l  as re l ati ve l y  affordabl e  
housi ng . It i s re m ote  are as, such as m i ni ng  tow ns, w hi ch have  the  hi g he st 
cost of l i v i ng , faci ng  hi g h pr i ce s for  g roce r i e s and othe r  g oods, w hi l e  
housi ng  costs are  a l so ve ry  hi g h i n som e  re m ote  l ocati ons. S e ve ral  
acce ssi bl e  and affl ue nt coasta l  tow ns a l so have  a  hi g h cost of l i v i ng  i nde x.  

Fi g ure  9  i l l ustrate s the  re l ati onshi p be tw e e n the  cost of l i v i ng  i nde x and 
w e al th by S LA . T he re  i s a  posi ti ve  corre l ati on of 0 .35  be tw e e n the  w e al th 
and cost of l i v i ng  data . Both the  w e al th e sti m ate s and cost of l i v i ng  
i ndi ce s have  house  pr i ce  data  as a  com pone nt, w hi ch w i l l  i nfl ue nce  thi s 
re l ati onshi p. T he  corre l ati on appe ars to be  dr i ve n by the  hi g he r  val ue s 
i n the  data  and fa l l s to 0 .23  w he n the  S LA  w hi ch has both the  hi g he st cost 
of l i v i ng  and the  hi g he st ne t w orth i s re m ove d from  the  sam pl e . 
Re m ovi ng  the  thre e  S LA s w i th the  hi g he st w e al th doe s not re duce  the  
corre l ati on any fur the r , nor  doe s re m ovi ng  the  thre e  S LA s w i th the  
hi g he st cost of l i v i ng  i ndi ce s. H ow e ve r , re m oval  of the  se ve n S LA s w i th 
ne t w orth ove r  A $500 000 re duce s the  corre l ati on substanti a l l y , to 0 .13 . 

T hus, w hi l e  the re  i s a  posi ti ve  ove ral l  corre l ati on be tw e e n w e al th and 
the  cost of l i v i ng  i nde x at the  re g i onal  scal e , the  re l ati onshi p i s not 
par ti cul ar l y  strong  and i s not robust across sam pl e s.  
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Fi gu r e 9  Rel ati on sh i p  of cost o f l i v i n g i n dex to  weal th  ac r oss SLAs 

 
N o t e s :  B a s e d  o n  a  s a m p l e  o f  7 4  S L A s .  E x c l u d e s  v e r y  r e m o t e  a r e a s ,  d i s c r e t e  i n d i g e n o u s  

c o m m u n i t i e s  a n d  S L A s  w i t h  f e w e r  t h a n  5 0 0  h o u s e h o l d s .  A l s o  e x c l u d e s  S L A s  i n  w h i c h  
t h e  s a m p l e d  t o w n  f o r  t h e  c o s t  o f  l i v i n g  d a t a  w a s  n o t  t h e  l a r g e s t  a n d  w h e r e  t h e r e  w a s  
i n s u f f i c i e n t  c o v e r a g e  f o r  a  c o s t  o f  l i v i n g  i n d e x .  

S o u r c e :  B I T R E  a n a l y s i s  b a s e d  o n  B I T R E  H o u s e h o l d  W e a l t h  D a t a b a s e  a n d  c o s t  o f  r e m o t e n e s s  
d a t a s e t .  

 

Cost of l iving and income 
A n e xpl orati on of the  re l ati onshi p be tw e e n the  cost of l i v i ng  and i ncom e  
i s i m portant for  a  ful l e r  pi cture  of e conom i c w e l l be i ng . Factor i ng  the  
cost of l i v i ng  i nto i ncom e s e nabl e s g re ate r  unde rstandi ng  of actual  
buyi ng  pow e r  of a  g i ve n i ncom e  w i thi n a  l ocati on. 

T hi s se cti on com pare s the  cost of l i v i ng  i nde x w i th i ncom e  data , usi ng  a  
sam pl e  of 85  S LA s. T he  sam pl e  w as re duce d from  the  or i g i nal  131  
l ocati ons throug h the  re m oval  of: 

o  28 tow ns that w e re  not the  l arg e st w i thi n the i r  S LA , to e nsure  the  
tow ns surve ye d w e re  re pre se ntati ve  of the  S LA  i n w hi ch the y 
w e re  l ocate d; and 

o  A  fur the r  18  tow ns w hi ch di d not contai n e noug h i te m s to 
suffi c i e ntl y  cove r  the  m aj or  H ES  g roups. 

A  cost of l i v i ng  adj uste d m e asure  of i ncom e  w as cal cul ate d by di v i di ng  
i ncom e  pe r  taxpaye r  by the  cost of l i v i ng  i nde x and m ul ti pl y i ng  the  
re sul ti ng  val ue  by 100. T hi s adj ustm e nt has be e n m ade  to capture  
di ffe re nce s i n the  buyi ng  pow e r  of re g i onal  i ncom e s. T abl e  6  provi de s 
sum m ary stati sti cs.  
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T he  adj uste d i ncom e  m e asure  has a  sl i g htl y  narrow e r  rang e  (A $20 318) 
than the  unadj uste d i ncom e  m e asure  (A $22 506) and the  coe ffi c i e nt of 
var i ati on re m ai ns unchang e d. T he  m i ni m um  S LA  val ue  for  i ncom e  pe r  
taxpaye r  i s 84  pe r  ce nt of the  sam pl e  m e an, but thi s drops to 77  pe r  ce nt 
for  the  adj uste d i ncom e  m e asure . O ve ral l , i t appe ars that consi de rati on 
of the  cost of l i v i ng  ne i the r  e xace rbate s nor  narrow s re g i onal  
di ffe re nce s i n e conom i c w e l l be i ng  w i thi n A ustra l i a . 

T abl e 6   Su m m ar y stati sti c s  for  i n com e an d th e cost o f l i v i n g i n dex 

  I n c ome  pe r  t a xpa y e r  
2003–04  (A$ )  

I n c ome  ad j u s t e d  f o r  
t h e  c o s t  o f  l i v i n g  i n d e x  

Co s t  o f  l i v i n g  
i n d e x  2006  

Mean  38  166  37  334  102 . 6  

M in imum 32  173  28  886  91 . 7  

Max imum 54  679  49  204  133 . 9  

Coe f f i c i en t  o f  v a r i a t i on  11%  11%  7%  
N o t e s :  B a s e d  o n  a  s a m p l e  o f  8 5  S L A s .  E x c l u d e s  S L A s  i n  w h i c h  t h e  s a m p l e d  t o w n  f o r  t h e  c o s t  

o f  l i v i n g  d a t a  w a s  n o t  t h e  l a r g e s t  a n d  w h e r e  t h e r e  w a s  i n s u f f i c i e n t  c o v e r a g e  f o r  a  c o s t  
o f  l i v i n g  i n d e x .  

S o u r c e :  B I T R E  a n a l y s i s  b a s e d  o n  B I T R E  T a x a b l e  I n c o m e  D a t a b a s e  a n d  c o s t  o f  r e m o t e n e s s  
d a t a s e t .  

 
F i g ure  10  show s the  re l ati onshi p be tw e e n the  cost of l i v i ng  i nde x and 
i ncom e  by S LA . Whi l e  the  corre l ati on of the  w hol e  sam pl e  i s 0 .18 , thi s i s 
g re atl y  i nfl ue nce d by a  si ng l e  S LA . T he  re m oval  of the  S LA  w i th the  
hi g he st i ncom e  and cost of l i v i ng  re duce s the  corre l ati on to –0 .04 . T he re  
appe ars to be  no syste m ati c  re l ati onshi p be tw e e n the  cost of l i v i ng  i nde x 
and i ncom e  i n the  sam pl e d tow ns. 
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Fi gu r e 10 Rel ati on sh i p  of cost o f l i v i n g i n dex to  i n com e ac r oss SLAs 

 
N o t e s :  B a s e d  o n  a  s a m p l e  o f  8 5  S L A s .  E x c l u d e s  S L A s  i n  w h i c h  t h e  s a m p l e d  t o w n  f o r  t h e  c o s t  

o f  l i v i n g  d a t a  w a s  n o t  t h e  l a r g e s t  a n d  w h e r e  t h e r e  w a s  i n s u f f i c i e n t  c o v e r a g e  f o r  a  c o s t  
o f  l i v i n g  i n d e x .  

S o u r c e :  B I T R E  a n a l y s i s  b a s e d  o n  B I T R E  T a x a b l e  I n c o m e  D a t a b a s e  a n d  c o s t  o f  r e m o t e n e s s  
d a t a s e t .  

 
T he  l ack  of a  syste m ati c  l i nk  be tw e e n the m  i n no w ay re duce s the  
i m portance  of e i the r  pr i ce s or  i ncom e  to w e l l be i ng  i n spe ci fi c  re g i ons. 
F i g ure  11  com pare s S LA  e sti m ate s of i ncom e  w i th the  cost of l i v i ng  
adj uste d i ncom e  m e asure . In othe r  w ords, w he n the  cost of l i v i ng  i s 
consi de re d, w hat i s the  actual  buyi ng  pow e r  of re g i onal  i ncom e s?  

T he  fi g ure  de m onstrate s the  i m portance  of usi ng  m ore  than j ust i ncom e  
to de te rm i ne  e conom i c w e l l be i ng . S om e  S LA s w i th v i r tual l y  i de nti cal  
unadj uste d i ncom e s pe r  taxpaye r  di ffe r  substanti a l l y  i n te rm s of the  
buyi ng  pow e r  of those  i ncom e s. For  i nstance , the  tw o S LA s w i th the  
hi g he st unadj uste d i ncom e  di ffe r  by approxi m ate l y  A $6 000. Whe n the  
cost of l i v i ng  i s tak e n i nto account, how e ve r , the i r  posi ti ons are  re ve rse d, 
and the  re g i on w i th the  l ow e r  unadj uste d i ncom e  has g re ate r  buyi ng  
pow e r  of about A $8 000 due  to i ts l ow e r  cost of l i v i ng . T he  adj uste d and 
unadj uste d m e asure s of i ncom e  are , how e ve r , qui te  c l ose l y  l i nk e d 
ove ral l , w i th a  corre l ati on coe ffi c i e nt of 0 .81 .  
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Fi gu r e 11 Rel ati on sh i p  between  i n com e an d cost o f l i v i n g i n dex ad j u sted  
i n com e 

N o t e s :  B a s e d  o n  a  s a m p l e  o f  8 5  S L A s .  E x c l u d e s  S L A s  i n  w h i c h  t h e  s a m p l e d  t o w n  f o r  
 t h e  c o s t  o f  l i v i n g  d a t a  w a s  n o t  t h e  l a r g e s t  a n d  w h e r e  t h e r e  w a s  i n s u f f i c i e n t  
 c o v e r a g e  f o r  a  c o s t  o f  l i v i n g  i n d e x .  
S o u r c e :  B I T R E  a n a l y s i s  b a s e d  o n  B I T R E  T a x a b l e  I n c o m e  D a t a b a s e  a n d  c o s t  o f   
  r e m o t e n e s s  d a t a s e t .  

 
T he  S LA s w e re  rank e d by both unadj uste d and adj uste d i ncom e s from  
hi g he st (1) to l ow e st (85), and the  chang e  i n rank s w as com pare d (se e  
T abl e  7). O f the  85  S LA s, 40  fe l l  i n rank , 41  rose  i n rank  and 4  re ta i ne d the  
sam e  rank .  

T he  A BS ’ Re m ote ne ss S tructure  c l assi fi e s re g i ons to one  of fi ve  
cate g or i e s (m aj or  c i ti e s, i nne r  re g i onal , oute r  re g i onal , re m ote , ve ry  
re m ote ) base d on physi cal  di stance  from  se rvi ce s and opportuni ti e s for  
soci a l  i nte racti on. F i g ure  3  m aps the  re m ote ne ss c l asse s. O f the  17  S LA s 
that de cl i ne d i n rank  by 10  or  m ore  pl ace s, 11  w e re  re m ote  or  ve ry  
re m ote . O f the  20  S LA s w hi ch i m prove d by 10  or  m ore  pl ace s, a l l  w e re  
l ocate d i n i nne r  and oute r  re g i onal  are as.  
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T abl e 7 SLAs wh i ch  exper i en ced gr eatest ch an ge i n  r an k on ce i n com e 
was ad j u sted  for  th e cost o f l i v i n g 

Reg i o n  Imp r o v emen t  i n  
r a nk  

Re g i o n  De c l i n e  i n  
r a nk  

Gra f ton  NSW +25  B roome  WA –48  

Grea te r  Bend i go–Cen t r a l  V IC  +24  Moyne  Sou th  V IC  –32  

Ya r r i amb i a ck  Sou th  V IC  +24  Wyndham-Ea s t  K imber l e y  WA –26  

Ba s s  Coa s t  B a l ance  V IC  +24  Derby -Wes t  K imber l e y  WA –24  

Dor se t  TAS  +21  Three  Sp r i n g s  WA –23  

E a s t  G ipp s l and–Ba i rn sda l e  V IC  +19  Long reach  QLD –22  

Nor th  Gramp i an s–S t  Arnaud  V IC  +17  Qu i l p i e  QLD –19  

Moun t  Gamb ie r  SA  +16  Roma  QLD –18  

Tumut  NSW +15  Has t i n g s  P a r t  A  NSW –17  

Wat t l e  Range  Wes t  SA  +14  L acepede  SA  –16  

Rockhampton  QLD +14  Coober  Pedy  SA  –14  

Gera l d ton  WA +14  Nhu lunbuy  NT  –14  
N o t e s :  B a s e d  o n  a  s a m p l e  o f  8 5  S L A s .  E x c l u d e s  S L A s  i n  w h i c h  t h e  s a m p l e d  t o w n  f o r  t h e  c o s t  

o f  l i v i n g  d a t a  w a s  n o t  t h e  l a r g e s t  a n d  w h e r e  t h e r e  w a s  i n s u f f i c i e n t  c o v e r a g e  f o r  a  c o s t  
o f  l i v i n g  i n d e x .  

S o u r c e :  B I T R E  a n a l y s i s  b a s e d  o n  B I T R E  T a x a b l e  I n c o m e  D a t a b a s e  a n d  c o s t  o f  r e m o t e n e s s  
 d a t a s e t .  

 
T he  m e di an popul ati on of the  S LA s w hi ch de cl i ne d i n rank  by 10  or  m ore  
pl ace s w as sl i g htl y  m ore  than hal f (6  795) of those  w hi ch i m prove d 10  or  
m ore  pl ace s (12  873).  

Re m ote  sm al l  tow ns dom i nate  the  l i st of S LA s w hi ch e xpe r i e nce d the  
g re ate st de cl i ne  i n rank , w hi l e  re g i onal  c i ti e s and tow ns dom i nate  the  
l i st of S LA s w hi ch e xpe r i e nce d the  g re ate st i m prove m e nts i n rank .  
 
O nl y  one  m aj or  c i ty , S ydne y, fe l l  m ore  than 10  pl ace s. N one  rose  m ore  
than 10  pl ace s. A dj usti ng  for  the  cost of l i v i ng  re cog ni se s that S ydne y’s 
hi g h housi ng  costs i m pact ne g ati ve l y  on the  e conom i c w e l l be i ng  of 
re si de nts. H ow e ve r , adj usti ng  for  the  cost of l i v i ng  doe s not have  a  m aj or  
i m pact on asse ssm e nts of re l ati ve  e conom i c w e l l be i ng  for  A ustra l i a ’s 
othe r  m aj or  c i ti e s.  

T he  above  anal ysi s sug g e sts that ne i the r  w e al th nor  i ncom e  have  a  
strong  re l ati onshi p w i th the  cost of l i v i ng . H ow e ve r , the  cost of l i v i ng  i s 
syste m ati cal l y  l i nk e d w i th a  re g i on’s re m ote ne ss and, to som e  de g re e  
w i th i ts popul ati on si ze . For  som e  re g i ons, shi fti ng  atte nti on to the  
buyi ng  pow e r  of re g i onal  i ncom e s provi de s a  m ark e dl y  di ffe re nt pi cture  
of the  re g i on’s com parati ve  e conom i c w e l l be i ng . U nadj uste d m e asure s 
of ave rag e  i ncom e  te nd to ove rstate  buyi ng  pow e r  for  re m ote  l ocati ons 
and unde rstate  buyi ng  pow e r  for  re si de nts of c i ti e s and tow ns i n i nne r  
and oute r  re g i onal  are as of A ustra l i a .  

 
Summary 
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T hi s pape r  has broug ht tog e the r  the  re sul ts of thre e  BIT RE re g i onal  
re se arch proj e cts cove r i ng  thre e  di sti nct, but re l ate d, aspe cts of 
house hol d e conom i c w e l l be i ng  — i ncom e , w e al th and the  cost of l i v i ng . 
A l l  thre e  proj e cts have  soug ht to i m prove  data  avai l abi l i ty  and 
unde rstandi ng  of e conom i c condi ti ons i n A ustra l i a ’s re g i ons, but the y 
have  adopte d qui te  di ffe re nt m e thodol og i cal  approache s. O ne  i s re l i ant 
on m ani pul ati on of adm i ni strati ve  data  (taxabl e  i ncom e ), anothe r  
i nvol ve s the  appl i cati on of sm al l  are a e sti m ati on te chni que s (house hol d 
w e al th) and the  thi rd i nvol ve s e xte nsi ve  fi e l dw ork  (cost of re m ote ne ss). 

T he  com par i son of the  thre e  proj e cts re ve al s the re  i s no si ng l e  
pre fe rre d sol uti on to fi l l i ng  re g i onal  i nform ati on g aps i n A ustra l i a . T he  
pre fe rre d m e thodol og y w i l l  vary  base d on the  nature  of the  re se arch 
que sti on and w he the r  re l e vant data  source s a l re ady e xi st. T he  i m prove d 
avai l abi l i ty  of spati a l  i nform ati on from  adm i ni strati ve  datase ts probabl y  
re pre se nts the  m ost re al i sti c  w ay of achi e vi ng  substanti a l  i m prove m e nts 
i n the  avai l abi l i ty  of re g i onal  stati sti cs for  A ustra l i a . S m al l  are a 
e sti m ati on te chni que s have  pote nti a l  for  topi cs w he re  som e  re l e vant 
sm al l  are a data  a l re ady e xi sts, w hi l e  pr i m ary data  col l e cti on throug h 
surve ys and fi e l dw ork  has an i m portant rol e  to pl ay  i n advanci ng  
k now l e dg e  of topi cs w he re  the re  i s l i ttl e  e xi sti ng  data . 

T hi s pape r  has e xpl ore d the  nature  of the  re g i onal  re l ati onshi p be tw e e n 
w e al th and i ncom e  and the  k e y m e ssag e s are  sum m ari se d be l ow : 

o  Re g i onal  w e al th and re g i onal  i ncom e  are  m ode rate l y  posi ti ve l y  
corre l ate d. H ow e ve r , m uch of the  stre ng th of thi s associ ati on 
ar i se s from  the  strong  conne cti on be tw e e n w e al th and i ncom e  at 
the  top e nd of the  scal e . Whe n the  top w e al th de ci l e  i s e xcl ude d, 
the  l i nk  be tw e e n i ncom e  and w e al th i s fa i r l y  w e ak . 

o  T he  w e al th and i ncom e  data  pre se nt hi g hl y  contrasti ng  m e ssag e s 
about e conom i c w e l l be i ng  for  roug hl y  one -fi fth of S LA s.  

o  Many m i ni ng  ce ntre s have  hi g h i ncom e s and l ow  w e al th, as do 
m any hi g h popul ati on de nsi ty  urban S LA s. 

o  T he re  are  tw o m ai n type s of re g i on w hi ch have  hi g h w e al th 
com bi ne d w i th l ow  i ncom e s: ag r i cul tural l y  base d re g i ons and se a 
chang e  com m uni ti e s. Base d on i ncom e  stati sti cs a l one , the se  
re g i ons m ay be  asse sse d as di sadvantag e d, but house hol ds ofte n 
have  substanti a l  w e al th hol di ng s that can be  use d to support 
consum pti on and m ai ntai n l i fe sty l e . 

o  We al th and i ncom e  m e asure s te nd to provi de  di ffe re nt si g nal s 
about e conom i c w e l l be i ng  w he n re g i ons have  a  par ti cul ar l y  
young  or  ol d ag e  structure . A l m ost hal f of the  obse rve d di ffe re nce  
i n the  re g i onal  w e al th and i ncom e  rank i ng s can be  attr i bute d to 
re g i onal  di ffe re nce s i n ag e  structure . 

o  We al th di spl ays a  g re ate r  de g re e  of spati a l  var i ati on than i ncom e . 
T hus, re l i ance  on i ncom e  data  m ay unde rstate  the  e xte nt of 
re g i onal  di spar i ti e s i n e conom i c w e l l be i ng . 
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S pati a l  di ffe re nce s i n the  cost of l i v i ng  are  syste m ati cal l y  i nfl ue nce d by 
re m ote ne ss, but ne i the r  w e al th nor  i ncom e  i s c l ose l y  re l ate d to the  cost 
of l i v i ng  at the  re g i onal  scal e .  
 
Consi de rati on of re g i onal  di ffe re nce s i n the  cost of l i v i ng  ne i the r  
w i de ns nor  narrow s e xi sti ng  re g i onal  i ncom e  di spar i ti e s. H ow e ve r , for  
som e  re g i ons, shi fti ng  atte nti on to the  buyi ng  pow e r  of re g i onal  i ncom e s 
provi de s a  ve ry  di ffe re nt pi cture  of the  re g i on’s re l ati ve  posi ti on. 
T he re fore , i t i s i m portant to tak e  the  cost of l i v i ng  i nto account, be cause  
i t can substanti a l l y  a l te r  com parati ve  asse ssm e nts of re g i onal  e conom i c 
w e l l be i ng . 
 
Focusi ng  on a  si ng l e  m e asure  of re g i onal  e conom i c w e l l be i ng , such as 
i ncom e , has obvi ous be ne fi ts i n te rm s of si m pl i c i ty . H ow e ve r , such an 
approach can provi de  m i sl e adi ng  m e ssag e s about the  re l ati ve  e conom i c 
w e l l be i ng  of re g i ons. T he  re sul ts of thi s pape r  sug g e st that re l i ance  on 
i ncom e  data  a l one : 

•  te nds to ove rstate  the  e conom i c w e l l be i ng  of m i ni ng  tow ns, 
w hi ch have  l ow  w e al th and a  hi g h cost of l i v i ng ; 

•  m ay unde rstate  the  e conom i c w e l l be i ng  of the  m ore  acce ssi bl e  
ag r i cul tural l y  base d re g i ons w hi ch are  characte r i se d by l ow  
i ncom e s, hi g h w e al th and a  m ode rate  cost of l i v i ng ; 

•  m ay al so unde rstate  the  w e l l be i ng  of re g i onal  c i ti e s, w hi ch l i e  
be l ow  the  nati onal  ave rag e  i n te rm s of both i ncom e  and w e al th, 
but face  a  re l ati ve l y  l ow  cost of l i v i ng ; 

•  but i s l e ss m i sl e adi ng  for  A ustra l i a ’s m aj or  c i ti e s, w hi ch e nj oy 
m ode rate  to hi g h i ncom e s, m ode rate  to hi g h w e al th (e xce pt for  
som e  oute r  suburbs) and a  m ode rate  cost of l i v i ng . 

 
T he  pape r  hi g hl i g hts the  val ue  of unde rtak i ng  a  m ore  i nte g rate d 
asse ssm e nt, w hi ch tak e s i nto account spati a l  di ffe re nce s i n var i ous 
aspe cts of e conom i c w e l l be i ng . It a l so re ve al s som e  of the  com pl e xi ti e s 
and l i m i tati ons of br i ng i ng  tog e the r  datase ts that w e re  de si g ne d for  
di ffe re nt purpose s. Future  BIT RE re se arch w i l l  consi de r  e xte ndi ng  thi s 
pape r ’s approach to i ncorporate  re g i onal  i nform ati on on w e l fare  
de pe nde ncy, pove rty , i ne qual i ty , consum pti on and e conom i c se cur i ty . 
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