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ABOUT THE REGIONAL 
AUSTRALIA INSTITUTE 

Launched in February 2012, 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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The Regional Australia Institute was established to better the lives of those who live in regional 
Australia, and I think any fair minded person would say our last 12 months has seen significant steps 
forward to achieve that end.

Now, as I present the RAI’s second Annual Report, I am proud to look back on a year with strong runs 
on the board for regional Australia.

Keeping on track with our mission to help regions understand and capitalise on their potential, the RAI 
has used our unique position to engage with communities, policy-makers and governments alike.

Several research projects have been completed in this past year, and the ensuing interest from different 
levels of government, industry, community organisations and the media has been exceptional. The 
RAI’s name has been gathering national recognition, advancing the interests of regional Australia. Our 
list of highlights provides a good run-down of some strong achievements.

Throughout quite a dramatic period in politics, the RAI has remained firmly focussed on developing 
real solutions to key policy issues through research and an ongoing conversation with the Australian 
community. And while one of our key research areas – the competitiveness of our regions – has made 
valuable headway into the awareness of policy-makers, we remain adamant that productivity and 
competitiveness needs to be a long-term agenda, not a political one.

The interests of our regions, and our country as a whole, are intrinsically linked, and the RAI is in a 
very unique place to be able to influence policy and make a difference.

Our regions must be equipped with the tools, knowledge and relationships they need to make informed 
decisions and pursue their full potential, and this is where our work is making a tangible difference.

As we continue to expand our research and continue the conversation with regional Australia, the RAI 
is being driven forward by the hard work of our dedicated Board and staff.

We are lucky to have a diverse group of eminent Australians as our Board members, with a shared 
passion for regional Australia and a commitment to building vibrant communities. Combined with the 
energy and informed approach of our Chief Executive Su McCluskey, the RAI is an unstoppable force.

Inspired by the changes we have already set in motion and the feedback we are receiving from 
communities far and wide, the RAI remains committed to building a stronger economy and better 
quality of life in regional Australia – for the benefit of all Australians.

Mal Peters

MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
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If the Regional Australia Institute’s inaugural year was one of carefully laid plans and 
anticipation, then our second year has been one of immense hard work and realisation.

Our role as Australia’s first independent body for regional Australia has quickly carved us 
a unique space in the world of research and policy-development. We are proud to be in 
a position where we can convey regional issues to those in our nation’s capital while also 
continually travelling across the country to listen to the needs and concerns of regional 
Australia. 

While several research projects have been completed in the past 12 months, it is impossible not 
to highlight one in particular as a major accomplishment in the evolution of our work.

The release of [In]Sight: Australia’s regional competitiveness index, marks the most nationally 
significant project the RAI has completed to date. We can, for the first time, clearly see the 
challenges facing Australia’s economy, and where they exist.

The adage that knowledge equals power is very true, and we are committed to continuing to 
empower our regions through combining our research with local knowledge and community 
perspectives. Our conversation with regional Australia continues, and we will carry on building 
partnerships with the many organisations and people who represent and work so hard for 
regional communities.

As I write this, I am travelling throughout regional Western Australia – a story for next year’s 
annual report perhaps – and I am struck by the willingness of people in communities, many 
of which may be far away from metropolitan centres, to share their contribution and sense of 
place in this big country.  It has also highlighted to me that while you can have national policy 
outcomes, you must have local solutions and enable decision making at the ground level. 

The research priorities as the RAI enters its next phase are strongly delineated and again, 
shaped in large part around the conversations we are having across the nation. We look 
forward to the opportunity to work with a new government, and will continue to support the 
development of regional policy that reflects both the best objective evidence and the needs, 
aspirations and potential of regional Australia.

The future for regional Australia looks bright, and the whole team of staff and Board members 
here at the RAI are committed to making it brighter still.

Su McCluskey 

REPORT FROM THE CEO 
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BETTER INFORMATION FOR REGIONAL AUSTRALIA
The Regional Australia Institute has focused significant effort over the past 12 months on making 
regional knowledge and data more readily accessible to the regional development community, policy 
makers and the general public.

Two major pieces of work in 2012-13 underpin RAI’s on-going commitment to the sustainability and 
prosperity of Australia’s regions. These were driven by feedback from policy-makers, regional leaders 
and the research community in 2012 as being the most important initial focus of the RAI’s work.  

Launch of [In]Sight: Australia’s Regional Competitiveness Index
June 2013

To bridge the gap between knowledge and debate over the potential and future pathways for regional 
Australia, the RAI launched [In]Sight – the nation’s first online index and interactive map tracking the 
competitiveness of Australia’s 560 Local Government Areas (LGAs) and 55 Regional Development 
Australia (RDA) regions. 

[In]Sight spans ten themes and 59 indicators that reflect the fundamentals of sustainable growth 
in Australia, capturing the competitiveness of LGAs and RDAs according to current economic 
performance and drivers of future success. 

HIGHLIGHTS OF 2012-13  
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Launch of [In]Form: Australia’s Online Library of Regional Research
October 2012

This free searchable database provides links to more than 1,500 research reports undertaken 
on Australian - and some international - regional issues since the year 2000. Developed through 
the comprehensive Stock of Regional Research project in 2012, [In]form provides easy access 
to current literature on regional issues.

NEW POLICY IDEAS AND ISSUES ANALYSIS
From Disaster to Renewal: Natural Disaster Recovery in Regional Australia
May 2013

In May last year, the RAI released a report detailing case studies of four regional Australian 
towns recovering from natural disasters and how their experiences can assist communities struck 
in the future. Built on the insight of regional leaders, business owners and the community, we’re 
proud to have completed this important piece of work and set in motion a process of ongoing 
community consultation and policy recommendations on disaster recovery. 

Local Infrastructure Australia
December 2012 

To address the $15 billion local infrastructure deficit undermining the prosperity of regional 
Australia, the RAI conducted independent research on reforms that could set constructive renewal 
in motion through the establishment of a new national organisation, Local Infrastructure Australia.
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Regional Australia in the Asian Century
January 2013

To provide a framework for understanding Australia’s regions in the context of the Asian Century, this policy 
brief examines the implications of regional Australia in the Asian Century White Paper and the imperatives 
for better regional analysis to understand the spatial distribution of opportunity in regional Australia.    

Benefits of the Boom? 
April 2013

The brief examines emerging evidence about the outcomes of the resources boom in regional communities. 
The paper emphasizes that local government and business leadership is critical to capturing local benefits, and 
explores current approaches involving local communities in resource projects. 

PROMOTING DEBATE
Wagga Wagga Community Forum
October 2012

RAI held its inaugural Regional Research Forum at the Charles Sturt University. The event played host to a 
range of academics and professionals who presented their views on the future direction and challenges of 
regional research. In addition to RAI Fellows and Board members, representatives from Telemedicine Australia 
and Charles Sturt University were involved.

Natural Disasters Policy Forum
May 2013

A Natural Disasters Forum held in Marysville, Victoria, brought together a diverse group that contributed 
constructively to the debate about the longer term recovery and renewal from natural disasters. The forum 
enabled the RAI to test and expand concepts and generate further ideas.   

Website and online
Ongoing 

In June 2013, the RAI updated its website to reflect the vibrant and positive action of the RAI, and to better 
connect with the RAI’s digital audience. Social media channels, including Facebook, Twitter and YouTube 
were also rebranded and integrated into the digital media strategy to foster greater conversation with 
regional Australia.

Media Engagement
Ongoing 

Throughout 2012-13, the RAI worked within the media landscape to bring regional issues to the forefront of 
national policy and debate through press releases, blogs, opinion pieces and reactive media announcements. 
Most notable in this space was the launch of [In]Sight, which attracted reporting from a range of print, radio, 
online and television coverage, and dramatically raised the public profile of the RAI. 
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REGIONAL AUSTRALIA 
INSTITUTE BOARD 
The Regional Australia Institute 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 
implementation at the local, state and federal 
levels, and strong community links.

THE RESEARCH ADVISORY COMMITTEE 
The Research Advisory Committee provides advice to the RAI Board on research matters. The Committee 
helps to identify priority issues and concerns in regional Australia, and develop and commission research 
projects that reflect the RAI vision and highest of research standards. 

OUR PEOPLE  

• Mr Tim Shackleton

• Rt Hon Ian Sinclair

• Mr Christian Zahra

• Professor Graeme Hugo

• Professor John Tomaney

• The RAI CEO is an ex-officio member 
of the Research Advisory Committee

• Mr Mal Peters (Chair)

• Professor Ngiare Brown

• Professor Sandra Harding

• Mr Grant Latta

• Professor Sandra Harding (Chair)

• Professor Andrew Beer

• Professor Ngiare Brown
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STAFF

This year saw a considerable expansion of the RAI staff, as an array of new skills and areas of 
expertise were bought 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. 

• Holly Reid, Communications Manager

• Claire Delahunty, Media and Public Affairs Officer

• Jessie Davies, Research Assistant

• Belinda Miller, Research Assistant

• Tai Nguyen, Researcher

• Morgan Rennie, Research Assistant

• Su McCluskey, Chief Executive Officer

• Jack Archer, General Manager of Research & Policy

• Julie Wilson, Research Manager

• Vanessa Barnett, Policy Manager

• Rebecca Barratt, Business Support Manager 

REGIONAL AUSTRALIA INSTITUTE 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 Graeme Hugo

• Professor John Martin

• Professor Fiona Haslam McKenzie

• Adjunct Professor Tony Sorensen 

• Professor John Tomaney (Inaugural Fellow)

• Professor Andrew Beer

• Professor AJ Brown

• Professor Chris Cocklin
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The Regional Australia Institute 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, through which the RAI has developed a 
framework for policy and research direction.

[IN]SIGHT: AUSTRALIA’S REGIONAL 
COMPETITIVENESS INDEX
In June 2013, the RAI launched the nation’s first online 
index and interactive map tracking the competitiveness 
of Australia’s regions.

[In]Sight provides socio-economic data for each Local 
Government Area (LGA) and Regional Development 
Australia (RDA) region across ten themes and 59 
indicators. Altogether, [In]Sight holds nearly 80,000 
pieces of information ranging from labour market 
efficiency, business sophistication to infrastructure and 
essential services. 

[In]Sight is a rich source of data for regional Australia 
which is already being used by regional development 
practitioners and policy makers alike to inform their 
strategies and decisions.  

To assist users with the interpretation of data and to 
demonstrate the broad application of [In]Sight, the RAI 
research team has prepared a user guide, summary 
report and a series of papers and reports on the 
findings. 

The data is also underpinning further work by the 
RAI. Alongside the release of the online interactive 
map, the RAI released a paper which identified 
four key findings. These will continue to provide a 
foundation for exploring future works including the 
diversity experienced across and between regions, 
the importance of endogenous growth factors and the 
marked differences in characteristics between inner 
and outer regions.  

SNAPSHOT OF MAJOR FINDINGS

[In]Sight: Australia’s Regional 
Competitiveness Index

Size isn’t everything. All regions can be 
internationally competitive and contribute to 
Australia’s future economic success. 

Human capital, technological readiness and 
innovation are the themes that position any 
region (regardless of size and location) to 
respond to international markets and grow 
over time. 

It is also within these three themes, that some 
of the biggest gaps (inequality) between 
regions in Australia can be found. Australia 
risks paying a productivity and fiscal penalty 
unless it can improve human capital (health 
and education), technological readiness and 
innovation across regional Australia. 

Different parts of regional Australia have 
different strengths: 

• Our largest regional centres can 
compete alongside the cities based on 
their technological readiness, business 
sophistication and infrastructure. 

• Inner regional areas can leverage human 
capital, infrastructure and essential services 
and innovation themes to develop their 
economies. 

• Outer regional, remote and very remote 
areas can build on their labour market 
efficiency, institutions and natural resources 
to take advantage of international market 
opportunities. 

REGIONAL INFORMATION 
AND ISSUES ANALYSIS



Research papers stemming from [In]Sight that have recently or are soon to be released refer to the 
following topics:

• Snapshot of Major Findings for 2013; 

• Economic Diversity in Regional Australia;

• The East Coast ‘Corridor of Competitiveness’ (forthcoming); and

• Regional Development in Northern Australia (forthcoming).

The research team will continue to interrogate the data and assist other users in exploring, 
understanding and applying the findings and ideas founded through [In]Sight. Where data permits, 
[In]Sight will be updated annually so that information remains current and longitudinal data series can 
be developed. Further work is also being undertaken in consultation with users to ensure the data is 
used effectively and actively in strategic development and decision making.

STOCKTAKE OF REGIONAL RESEARCH

In 2012, the RAI released an extensive stocktake of research on regional issues since the year 
2000. The Stocktake of Regional Research was the first step in addressing the on-going challenge 
of connecting people with relevant existing knowledge about regional development, and led to the 
creation of [In]Form: Australia’s online library of regional research. Other products included:

• Stocktake Summary and Gap Analysis;

• 50 Most Influential Pieces of Regional Research; and

• Literature Reviews for each of the RAI Research Agenda Themes:

o Position and Potential: developing a clearer understanding of the potential for new growth 
and prosperity in each region;

o Realising Opportunity: understanding how communities can seize opportunities for growth 
and prosperity, what the policy decisions are to make this happen;

o Successful Transitions: developing better strategies for communities in transition to cope with 
change; and

o Services and Engagement: identifying new ideas and solutions for regional service delivery 
and community engagement.

The project found that there is a substantial amount of research in regional Australian policy 
development but a relatively limited level of research that explores the potential for positive change 
and specific opportunities for growth and development. 

The database and stocktake will be updated in 2013-14 to ensure it remains a relevant and up to date 
resource for the regional development community.
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FROM DISASTER TO RENEWAL: THE CENTRALITY OF BUSINESS 
RECOVERY TO COMMUNITY RESILIENCE 

Regional Australia is a frequent victim of natural disasters yet there is limited information about 
how communities recover and whether we have the right policies in place to help them get back 
on their feet and looking to the future. 

From ‘Disaster to Renewal’ draws on the experiences of four regional Australian towns and how 
their experiences can assist communities struck by natural disasters in the future. The fieldwork 
and analysis was led for the RAI by a team from Griffith University.

The key finding of the report is that the resurrection of the local economy is crucial to getting 
communities back on track after a natural disaster, but this is often overlooked in favour of 
rebuilding physical infrastructure and returning a town to ‘normal’ even though key economic 
drivers may have been permanently altered.

The research emphasises the importance of local economic recovery in the community recovery 
process and highlights a number of ways in which the short, medium and long term practices in 
natural disaster recovery can be devised to optimise outcomes for affected communities.

After launching the report, the RAI continues to engage with stakeholders to ensure that the 
findings of the report are considered in future local, state and federal policy.  

THE CASE FOR LOCAL INFRASTRUCTURE AUSTRALIA

A long standing and growing $15 billion local infrastructure deficit is undermining the 
prosperity of regional Australia. The RAI has conducted independent research on reforms that 
could set constructive local infrastructure renewal in motion.

This research, released in December 2012, reviews the case for a new national organisation to 
be established to take charge of local infrastructure at the national level and could put a series 
of the project’s recommendations into action. An assessment of the associated costs and risks of 
establishing ‘Local Infrastructure Australia’ for governments is also included in the project.
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POPULATION DYNAMICS IN REGIONAL AUSTRALIA
Australians are increasingly mobile people, and there are many different perceptions about how we 
move around our country and why. In response to a significant interest in population change and 
movements during RAI stakeholder engagement, the RAI initiated a project to provide a summary 
analysis of major trends in population dynamics across Australian regions.  

Using the latest ABS 2011 Census data, this project will provide policy makers with an understanding 
of recent trends in population mobility, with a focus on regional adjustment. It will also identify the 
policy responses that can be used at a local, state or national level to promote population growth and 
change for regional development. The project was led for the RAI by the Australian Population and 
Migration Research Centre at the University of Adelaide, and explores the population movements, 
composition and the resulting policy implications for regional Australia.  

The forthcoming reports and findings will prove a valuable tool for exploring 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.  

STRUCTURAL ADJUSTMENT IN REGIONAL AUSTRALIA
This report, undertaken in partnership with the Rural Industries Research and Development 
Corporation, examines the history of structural economic change in Australia. Major changes in the 
Australian economy over the last 30 years have included shifts in employment towards the services 
sector and away from agriculture and manufacturing, and major population growth in urban areas 
and large regional centres away from small towns.

This project will propose a clearer policy framework for understanding structural change and 
developing associated policy responses. It will also provide an overview of recent adjustment 
experiences as a platform for thinking about future shifts in the economy and how governments and 
communities can best respond to these to maximise outcomes at the regional and national levels.  

FORTHCOMING WORK
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The RAI has continued to build on the initial research strategies set by the Board in 2011-
2012. This has involved further honing of research and policy strategy as well as a deeper 
foundational direction to regional Australia development processes and paradigms.

The RAI team will continue to explore the findings bound within [In]Sight and to look for new 
areas where it can be applied.  The team will also explore the key concepts emanating from  
[In]Sight, the OECD and other sources surrounding the centrality of endogenous growth factors 
in regional competitiveness and development.

The RAI will be exploring policy issues surrounding what the ultimate goals of regional 
development are and should be, and how these can be achieved for different regions. The 
team will also examine the role governments 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. 

As new research and findings begin to emerge, the RAI Research and Policy team will 
continue to assess and culminate these findings in their overall strategy for a more vibrant and 
empowered regional Australia. 

FORWARD AGENDA 
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FINANCIAL STATEMENTS  
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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
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