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About us

Established in September 2011, the 
Regional Australia Institute (RAI) is an 
independent, not-for-profit organisation 
developing real solutions to key policy 
issues through research and an ongoing 
conversation with Australian communities.

While acknowledging and celebrating the 
many successes of regional Australia, the 
RAI does not believe that it has reached its 
full potential, or that we can rely on current 
approaches for the sustainable future of our 
country. We can and will do better.

Our mission is two-fold: to help regions 
understand and capitalise on their potential, 
and to share with Australia the fact that our 
regions are vibrant, adaptable and integral 
to our future. We run a tightly focused 
research and policy agenda, improving the 
quality of and access to knowledge on how 
we can ensure the prosperity of Australia’s 
regions, and our nation as a whole.

We won’t stop until we have an informed 
and connected community, a stronger and 
more sustainable economy and a better 
quality of life for all Australians, both now 
and in the future.
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View from the lookout 
tower in Rosalind Park 
over Bendigo, Victoria.
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Gaden Trout Hatchery,  
Thredbo River, New South Wales.
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It is hard to believe the 
RAI is such a young 
organisation, when you 
consider the scale of 
its aims and ambitions 
for regional Australia’s 
future.

But thinking big is very 
much a necessary 
quality for the RAI, 
as is thinking beyond 

the usual parameters of research and policy. It is 
this thinking that provides the exciting, dynamic 
framework upon which some of our most significant 
future projects will be taking place.

Having thoroughly prepared the ground with an 
existing suite of projects covering competitiveness 
indicators, population movement, natural disaster 
response and other key elements to regional 
prosperity, the RAI is looking to redefine the way that 
we manage regional development.

The Prosperous Futures project hinges on the 
premise that governments and regions must be 
nimble and innovative in their responses to the 
shifts that inevitably occur in this nation’s operating 
environments.

As the resources sector evolves and growth rates are 
tempered, regional industries such as agriculture, 
gas and tourism are expected to underpin future 
economic opportunities.

Regions must be encouraged to step up and play a 
more active role in their development, and through 
the provision of comprehensive, strategic research, 
we can equip regions to be in the best position to  
do this.

All regions are different, as are their inherent 
opportunities and potential. While current systems 
tend to be structured around fairly uniform aims for 
development and success, our work acknowledges 
that regions must be equipped to respond flexibly  
to each opportunity and challenge it faces.

We are essentially, placing the future of each region 
in the hands of its own people and communities.

The RAI’s role is to assist with the successful 
navigation of rapid change, through a new model 
that considers regions according to their unique 
matrix. By examining population size, proximity 
to cities, industrial hubs and other measures of 
diversity, the RAI is working to place the control 
firmly with each region as they look towards future 
opportunities.

Prosperous Futures is emblematic of what the RAI 
is always working towards. Through continuing 
collaboration with governments, regional bodies  
and communities themselves, we will develop 
innovative ways to get the basics right – and from 
here, so much can follow.

To ensure the longer term viability of the organisation, 
additional sources of funding will need to be 
secured. A fundraising strategy has been developed 
that identifies a diverse membership and investment 
pool for a range of government, corporate and 
philanthropic sources. In the upcoming year,  
a clear focus will be put on seeking the RAI’s long 
term financial sustainability.

I would like to thank the RAI staff, led so ably by Su 
McCluskey and Jack Archer, who are all so clearly 
motivated by their passion for our regions. I must 
also acknowledge my fellow Directors for another 
year of hard work and dedication. Together, we have 
created an established, positive force in the regional 
policy landscape, and laid the foundation for the 
significant work that lies ahead.

I have every confidence that the RAI’s future work 
will be an essential factor in attaining the optimal 
outcomes for the places that lie outside our cities. 
Now, more than ever, Australia will need its regions 
performing at their best.

Message from 
the Chairman

Mal Peters OAM
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It is exciting to take 
stock of the RAI’s 
third year, and the 
speed with which we 
have developed and 
delivered projects of 
significant importance.

Our research 
and policy team 
has expanded 
considerably, enabling 

the RAI to bring a high level of internal experience 
and expertise to our work. This has resulted in a 
lower research spend on external resources as the 
intellectual capacity of the organisation has grown.  

Being a think tank for regional Australia was always 
going to mean journeying into those places where 
our research is having an impact. It is gratifying 
that already, as a relatively new organisation, the 
conversations and debates we have stimulated are 
leading to invitations to examine future pathways 
and potential for the regions.

A key focus of our work in the past year centered 
around Northern Australia, the region on everyone’s 
lips, as this vast space takes the spotlight as a major 
development frontier. Our report on rethinking 
the future of Northern Australia’s regions set the 
scene for a different way of examining the unique 
challenges and opportunities of the north, and we 
are proud to have created an alliance working in 
collaboration with Central Queensland University, 
James Cook University, University of Notre Dame 
Australia and NintiOne in generating papers to 
support policy development on Northern Australia.

It is a privilege to be playing a role in ensuring 
that questions of development in the north consider 
how to enable the different regions to achieve 
development which meets their needs, capacity  
and goals.

We also released the first of our work on population 
mobility in the regions. The first in a series of talking 
points focuses on those choosing to return to regional 
locations. Our research in this field garnered 
significant media traction, and stories of people 
choosing to make their home and business  
life in the regions struck a chord with the public.

Talking Point: Returning to regional Australia looks 
at the trend of people in their late 20s to early 30s 
leaving the capital cities in favour of regional areas. 
Our research and engagement with people who  
have made this move suggests that a large portion  
of these are ‘Regional Returners’. Regional Returners 
are people who were raised in regional Australia 
and left as young adults for the big city. However 
later in life, typically as they started (or were looking 
to start) a family, the desire for the regional lifestyle 
begins to take hold. 

We found that the increasing value of lifestyle, 
proximity to family and friends and access to schools, 
childcare and health services were key drivers in 
attracting people back to the regions. Affordability 
is also key, with the reduced cost of housing and the 
overall cost of living in many regions is a definite  
draw card.

The RAI continues to cement  
its place as a provider

of premium quality research  
and policy processes. 

I personally was honoured to be named the Westpac 
and Australian Financial Review Women of Influence 
winner in the regional category, and the outstanding 
contributor to policy development in the Women in 
Australian Agriculture 100 series. This recognition, 
while drawing on my own diverse history of work 
in finance, transport and agriculture, is most of all a 
reflection of how the RAI team has cooperatively built 
a strong reputation for being the authoritative voice 
for regional Australia.

Report from the CEO
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Su McCluskey

My colleague Jack Archer took the RAI’s ‘voice’ 
even further afield when he travelled to the United 
Kingdom and Europe in November and December. 
During this trip, Jack saw first-hand the gravitas of 
regional issues and regional policy in these places, 
which are seen as fundamentally important to 
national economic development in many countries. 
The RAI, with Jack as its emissary, was also able to 
forge closer ties with international leaders in regional 
policy and analysis from the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 
the European Commission, the Regional Studies 
Association, the Centre for Cities (UK) and a range 
of academic institutions. We will continue to engage 
with our peers abroad to bring international insights 
to Australian issues and to collaborate through global 
partnerships on key initiatives such as [In]Sight: 
Australia’s Regional Competitiveness Index.

And, coming almost full circle to some of our  
major work from the previous year, we are on  
track with the continuation of our work in the natural 
disasters sphere. We are working to develop this 
project further by investigating the pros and cons  
of policy options and the role businesses can play in 
responding and adapting to natural disasters. Work 
on our keystone competitiveness projects, [In]Sight 
and [In]Form also continues, as have our submissions 
to a range of policy matters and initiatives affecting 
the regions. 

Based on the impacts of these established projects 
and new collaborative initiatives underway, I am 
both proud of the achievements of this organisation 
in such a relatively short space of time, and 
energised by the dynamic work that lies ahead of us.

Orange, New South Wales.
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Better Information  
for Regional Australia

The RAI has continued to focus significant effort over 
the last 12 months on making knowledge and data 
on regional issues more readily accessible to the 
regional development community, policy makers and 
the general public. 

Two major pieces of work in 2013-14 underpin the  
RAI’s on-going commitment to regional policy and 
regional Australia.

Highlights  
of 2013-14

Port Headland, Western Australia.
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In response to a significant interest by stakeholders  
in population change and movements, the RAI 
initiated a project to provide a summary analysis 
of major trends in population dynamics across 
Australian regions.
  
The RAI produced a series of talking points 
leveraging off this research. Returning to  
regional Australia was released in January 2014 
and stimulated significant public discussion and 
stakeholder engagement. An ageing (Regional) 
Australia and the rise of the Super Boomer was 
released later in 2014 and explores where the  
Baby Boomers are and how they are contributing  
to regional futures.

To foster meaningful, productive conversations with 
communities, government and policy-makers on 
the future potential of Northern Australia, the RAI 
released Rethinking the future of northern Australia’s 
regions: more than mines, dams and development 
dreams in November 2013.

The results show very clearly that infrastructure and 
human capital are the two most widely present and 
serious bottlenecks for growth in Northern Australia. 
However, strategies for improving these will need 
to reflect three distinct types of regions found within 
Northern Australia: northern cities, industry hubs and 
the very remote.

Northern  
Australia

Population dynamics  
in regional Australia

Three types 
of regions 
in Northern 
Australia

Super 
Boomers

72%
OF BABY BOOMERS
WOULD RATHER SPEND 

THEIR MONEY TO ENJOY 
RETIREMENT, THAN LEAVE 
 IT AS AN INHERITANCE

Baby Boomers are transforming regional Australia 
and the ageing experience. So forget about the term 
‘Baby Boomer’– now is the time of the Super Boomer.
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Promoting  
Debate

New Policy Ideas  
and Issues Analysis

Following the formation of the new Federal 
Government in September 2013, the RAI has 
focused on applying its extensive knowledge and 
data to engage and inform the policy issues and 
enquiries that impact most on regional Australia.  
The following submissions were made to reviews 
relevant to regional Australia. 

•	 The Costs and Benefits of Geographic Labour 
Mobility: A Regional Perspective, a submission 
to the Productivity Commission Inquiry into 
Geographic Labour Mobility.  
August 2013

•	 Optimising regional investment: Opportunities for 
reform, innovation and efficiencyte, a submission 
to the Commonwealth Government 2013 
Commission of Audit Review.  
December 2013

•	 An integrated national approach to investment in 
local and regional infrastructure, a submission to 
the Productivity Commission’s Public Infrastructure 
Inquiry.  
January 2014

•	 A submission to the Joint Select Committee  
on Northern Australia.   
April 2014

•	 Regional Development Australia (RDA) Network 
Reform options: from strategy to action, a 
submission to the Australian Government on the 
review of RDAs.  
April 2014

•	 Getting the Balance Right: Harmonising 
mitigation, response and recovery in Australia’s 
natural disaster policy, a submission to the 
Productivity Commission’s Natural Disaster 
Funding Inquiry. 
June 2014

CEO of the RAI, Su McCluskey, was appointed to the 
Competition Policy Review Panel. The appointment 
of Ms McCluskey to the panel recognises the value 
the RAI will add to this nationally significant, and 
regionally important, debate and is a major step 
forward for putting  
the spotlight on how competition policy affects a 
vibrant and sustainable regional Australia.

Port Hedland,  
Western Australia  
Unlocking economic 
prosperity in the Pilbara. 
11 September 2013

The RAI and the Business Council 
of Australia (BCA) conducted a 
series of community conversations 
across regional Australia.

Geelong, Victoria  
Unlocking economic 

prosperity in the region. 
29 October 2013
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Launceston, Tasmania   
Unlocking economic  
prosperity in Tasmania. 
13 December 2013 

Where  
we have 
been in 
2013-14
 
Australia
1 	 Adelaide
2 	 Albany
3 	 Alice Springs
4 	 Ballina 
5 	 Brisbane
6 	 Broome 
7 	 Bunbury
8 	 Busselton
9 	 Cairns 
10 	 Canberra
11 	 Carnarvon
12 	 Coolangatta
13 	 Darwin
14 	 Geraldton
15 	 Gold Coast
16 	 Goulburn
17 	 Hervey Bay
18 	 Hobart
19 	 Kalgoorlie
20 	 Karratha
21	 Kununurra 
22 	 Laverton
23 	 Mandurah
24 	 Melbourne
25 	 Newcastle
26 	 Northam
27 	 Orange
28 	 Perth
29 	 Rockhampton
30 	 Sydney
31 	 Tamworth
32 	 Traralgon
33 	 Warrnambool

International 
Brussels
Glasgow
London
Paris

Wollongong,  
New South Wales  
Unlocking economic 
prosperity in the Illawarra. 
1 October 2013

Townsville, Queensland  
Unlocking economic prosperity in 

Townsville and the North West  
Queensland region. 
22 October 2013
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Board of Directors
The RAI is governed by a diverse group of 
independent thinkers, who bring together the right 
mix of knowledge, expertise, skills and experience. 
The Board has extensive knowledge of research and 
policy implementations at the local, state and federal 
levels, and strong community links.

Our people

Mr Tim Shackleton

Mr Mal Peters OAM (Chair)

Mr Christian Zahra

Professor Sandra Harding Mr Grant Latta AM

Rt Hon Ian Sinclair AC

Professor Ngiare Brown (Retired September 2013)
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Research Advisory Committee
The Research Advisory Committee (RAC) provides 
advice to the RAI Board on research matters.  
The RAC helps to identify priority issues and concerns 
in regional Australia, and develop and commission 
research projects that reflect the RAI’s vision and 
highest of research standards.

•	 Professor Sandra Harding (Chair)
•	 Professor Andrew Beer
•	 Professor Ngiare Brown (Resigned March 2014)
•	 Professor Graeme Hugo
•	 Professor John Tomaney
•	 Mr Tim Shackleton
•	 The RAI CEO is an ex-officio member  

of the RAC

Fellows
The RAI Fellows are recognised experts in the  
field of regional development. Fellows help to  
raise awareness of the RAI and its work in their 
professional networks and within the public  
debate of regional issues and research.

•	 Professor John Tomaney (Inaugural Fellow)
•	 Professor Andrew Beer
•	 Professor AJ Brown
•	 Professor Ngiare Brown
•	 Professor Chris Cocklin
•	 Professor Graeme Hugo
•	 Professor John Martin
•	 Professor Fiona Haslam McKenzie
•	 Adjunct Professor Tony Sorensen

Staff
This year saw a considerable expansion of the RAI 
staff, as an array of new skills and areas of expertise 
were brought on board. Our staff members come 
from a range of policy, advocacy, research and 
development backgrounds and are committed to a 
vision of a vibrant future for regional Australia.

•	 Su McCluskey, Chief Executive Officer
•	 Jack Archer,  

General Manager of Research & Policy
•	 Rebecca Barratt, Business Manager
•	 Vanessa Barnett, Policy Manager 
•	 Annemarie Ashton-Wyatt,  

Senior Researcher (from July 2013)
•	 Jennie Dwyer, Policy Adviser (from April 2014)
•	 Morgan Rennie, Researcher
•	 Julie Anderson, Business Support Officer  

(from February 2014)
•	 Tai Nguyen, Researcher (P/T)
•	 Claire Delahunty, Media Officer (P/T)
•	 Julie Wilson, Research Manager  

(Resigned November 2013)
•	 Holly Reid, Communications Manager  

(Resigned January 2014)
•	 Simon Davis (December 2013 - July 2014), 

Summer position
•	 Sarah Byrn (December 2013 - January 2014), 

Summer position

Lavender Farm, Tasmania
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The RAI has continued its work in identifying and solving major challenges for regional 
Australia. Information and issues analysis completed over the last 12 months provides 
a strong foundation for future work and the RAI has developed a framework for future 
policy and research work.

Australians are an increasingly mobile people, and 
there are many different perceptions about how we 
move around our country and why. It is important 
that policy, infrastructure, services and institutions 
understand and are responsive to population 
demand and demographics.

The RAI produced a series of talking points 
to explore the current and future trends of our 
regional populations and to inform a wide range of 
stakeholders about the opportunities and challenges 
that flow from our dynamic and increasingly mobile 
regional populations.

These publications leverage an RAI research  
report using Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS)  
2006-2011 Census Data prepared by RAI Fellow 
Graeme Hugo from the Australian Population and 
Migration Research Centre, at the University of 
Adelaide. It provides a comprehensive assessment of 
the contemporary dynamics of population change in 

Australia’s Regional Development Areas (RDAs). The 
research provides an understanding of recent trends 
in population mobility, with a focus on regional 
adjustment. It also identifies the policy responses 
that can be used at a local, state or federal level to 
promote population growth and change for regional 
development.

•	 Talking Point: Returning to regional Australia 
looks at the influx of Australians aged 25-44 
into regional areas. Released January 2014.

•	 Talking Point: An ageing regional Australia 
and the rise of the Super Boomer (aged 50-69) 
explores where Super Boomers are and how 
they are contributing to regional futures. 
Released July 2014.

A third talking point, due for release in early 2015,  
will consider the role of international migration in 
regional population growth, particularly in rural 
areas.

Regional Information  
and Issues Analysis

Population Dynamics in Regional Australia
JANUARY & JULY 2014
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The RAI developed this paper to identify the 
imperatives for a balanced, regionally responsive 
development strategy for Northern Australia and 
to enhance the current debate on the pathways 
to success for the north. The paper takes a fresh 
perspective on population growth and economic 
development.

Strategies for capturing the vast potential of Northern 
Australia have been the topic of fierce debate and 
policy interest for many years. While discussion 
largely centres on the prospects for particular 
industries or projects, the national debate often fails 
to take into account the diversity of situation and 
opportunity in the north. 

The paper draws on data from [In]Sight: Australia’s 
regional competitiveness index to examine the 
socioeconomic profiles of 74 Local Government 
Areas (LGA) and seven Regional Development 
Australia (RDA) regions in Northern Australia. It 
identifies the imperatives for a balanced, regionally 
responsive strategy for development. The paper was 
developed in consultation with key stakeholders in 
Northern Australian regions, spanning government, 
community, policy, research and development. 

The results show that infrastructure and human 
capital are the two most widely present and serious 
bottlenecks for growth in Northern Australia. 

However, strategies for improving these will need 
to reflect three distinct types of regions found within 
Northern Australia: northern cities, industry hubs 
and the very remote. The paper also examines 
the potential for regions to link with international 
and domestic markets, exporting services specific 
to Northern Australia such as tropical expertise, 
education, mining and agricultural science to align 
with the needs of growing Asian and Pacific markets. 

The RAI is seeking to be an active contributor to the 
development of good policy for Northern Australia 
over the coming months and the long term. In 
March 2014, the RAI appeared before and made 
a submission to the Parliamentary Joint Select 
Committee on Northern Australia (the Committee). 
Recommendations were that the Committee consider 
the challenge of development in the north from this 
integrated spatial perspective as well as looking at a 
range of issues in general and considering broader 
industry development strategies.

The RAI will continue to work with all stakeholders 
in Northern Australia on this very important issue. A 
collaborative alliance has been formed between the 
RAI, Central Queensland University, Charles Darwin 
University, James Cook University, the University of 
Notre Dame Australia and NintiOne to generate 
papers on topics of interest to support policy 
development on Northern Australia, including  
the White Paper on Northern Australia.

Northern Australia - Rethinking the future of  
Northern Australian regions: More than mines,  
dams and development dreams
NOVEMBER 2013

The RAI’s work on Super Boomers 
highlighted the important contribution 
people like Maggie Beer are making  
to their regional Communities.

15



Collaborative research project 
with the Government of 
Western Australia
JUNE 2013 TO JULY 2014 

The RAI is partnering with the Department of 
Regional Development, Western Australia (DRD) to 
explore areas of mutual research interest on regional 
development within a Western Australian context. 
The aim of the project is to further develop the 
relevance and coverage of [In]Sight and explore the 
utility of [In]Form within a Western Australian context. 
This project has a broad focus on the State, assessing 
mid to long term issues in regional development, and 
investigating ways to foster economic development 
and population growth in regional areas. It will 
also consider aspects of measuring comparative 
advantage in regional contexts, through identifying 
the factors specific to each region which may either 
support growth or create bottlenecks which limit 
growth.

Pathways to Settlement: Population mobility in 
regional Western Australia from 2001 to 2011 
Report was released in June 2014.

Three additional papers, Non-place Based Work; 
Access to Capital; and Comparative Advantage of 
WA’s Regional Cities are scheduled for release in the 
coming months.
 

Bringing Business into 
Australian Regional 
Development Results of 
a Survey of the Business 
Community of Regional 
Australia
JANUARY 2014

This report provides insights into the regional 
business community from the results of the business 
survey undertaken for [In]Sight in the first half of 
2013. The survey confirms that regional Australia 
has a vibrant business community. The density of 
businesses in the regions is actually higher than 
in metropolitan areas. Almost one in five income 
earners outside the capital cities are business owners, 
compared to one in seven for the nation as a whole. 
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Overseas Telecommunications 
Commission Dish, Carnarvon,  
Western Australia.
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Upcoming Work

[In]Sight 2014

In early 2014, the RAI sought feedback and 
suggestions from stakeholders about the ways 
to enhance [In]Sight: Australia’s regional 
competitiveness index. The feedback suggested ways 
to improve the methodology, alternative indicators 
and new website functionality.  

The updated version, [In]Sight 2014, is being 
prepared for release in late 2014. It will build on the 
quality and depth of this unique data source for the 
nation.

Highlights in [In]Sight 2014 include:
•	 A suite of nationally consistent indicators on the 

quality and performance of regional and local 
institutions providing a range of data never 
before available in Australia;

•	 A series of new indicators measuring the 
economic fundamentals of each region;

•	 An updated method calculating the distance from 
every household in a region or local area to key 
infrastructure and essential services and natural 
resources;

•	 A new indicator measuring the presence of 
proven mineral resources in each area, and a 
new water resources indicator;

•	 New measures for technological readiness 
including NBN and mobile phone coverage and 
new indicators on patents and business startups 
to better measure innovation;

•	 A new theme on demography to replace the 
existing market size theme to provide new 
information on population dynamics in each 
area; and

•	 Updated data on employment, school 
performance, welfare dependency, research 
organisations and income from own businesses 
will also be provided.

The RAI will implement a new robustness process 
to reduce the impact of outliers and other data 
anomalies on [In]Sight 2014 results. The online tool 
will also be updated to provide trend data, and a 
new regional analyser tool is being developed to 
provide tailored regional reporting.

The RAI team will continue to explore the findings 
found within [In]Sight and to look for new areas 
where it can be applied.  

[In]Sight 2014 will provide:
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[In]Form 2014

The RAI will update [In]Form: Australia’s online 
library of regional research to ensure that it remains 
a relevant and up to date resource for the regional 
development community. All current data records 
have been checked for quality. Approximately 500 
additional publications from 2013 and a range of 
sources not previously included have been identified.

The updated version of [In]Form is for release in 
October 2014.

Regional Potential

The RAI will build a diverse set of quality, evidence-
based resources that illustrate the depth and breadth 
of regional development in Australia, focusing on 
innovative practices and shared learnings. It will 
enable the RAI and the nation to look to the future of 
regions by providing the first authoritative view on 
potential regional economic futures.

Initial work will focus on the different regional types, 
modelling of possible economic outcomes and case 
studies. 

Community Conversation, Townsville, Queensland
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Forward 
Agenda

The RAI has continued to build on the initial  
research strategies set by the Board in 2012-2013. 
This has involved further honing of research and 
policy strategies as well a deeper foundational 
direction to regional Australia development  
processes and paradigms.

The forward agenda will explore policy issues 
surrounding the ultimate goals of regional 
development are and should be, and how these 
can be achieved for different regions. We will also 
examine the role government’s play in regional 
development, how regions are impacted by 
government and private sectors directly and  
indirectly and what measures and configurations 
would optimise benefits for the regions and  
Australia as a whole.

In terms of knowledge 
transfer, the RAI will be 
undertaking a number of 
initiatives to help regions 

reach their potential. 

These will include tools to assist regions in 
interpreting the data in [In]Sight 2014. It will 
empower regional leaders to understand what 
matters most for their region and how they can 
activate resources to effect change. It explores a 
range of possible future outcomes for each region  
as a foundation for regional development strategies 
and provides a road map on how to lead 
engagement with government and the community. 

As new research and findings begin to emerge, 
the RAI will continue to assess and culminate these 
findings in the overall strategy for a more vibrant  
and empowered regional Australia.
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Geelong, Victoria
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About the Regional Australia Institute

Independent and informed by both research and on-going dialogue with the community,  
the Regional Australia Institute develops policy and advocates for change to build a stronger 
economy and better quality of life in regional Australia – for the benefit of all Australians.  
The Regional Australia Institute was established with the support of the Australian Government.	

regionalaustralia.org.au


