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‘Now, more than ever, 
our national economy 
and future prosperity 
depend heavily on 
the strength, resilience 
and productivity 
of regional Australia.’
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As the Chairman of the Regional Australia Institute, I am pleased to present the RAI’s 
Annual Report outlining our achievements in the first year of operation. 

Underpinning all that we have done is the reality 
that now, more than ever, our national economy 
and future prosperity depend heavily on the 
strength, resilience and productivity of regional 
Australia. Regional industries including agriculture, 
tourism, retail, services and manufacturing 
generate two-thirds of Australia’s export income.1 
In 2010–11 food exports alone accounted for more 
than $27 billion in export earnings.2 Mining too has 
been a driving force for much of the exploration 
of Australia’s remote inland and for Australia’s 
industrial development, from the gold rushes 
of the 19th century to today’s huge demand for 
minerals to fuel global industrial growth.3

Today there are massive opportunities for new 
growth and development in the regions but there 
are also many challenges. Compared to the more 
economically and socially diverse urban centres, 
regional economies are more vulnerable to global 
economic shifts. Some traditional industries 
such as agriculture offer limited employment 
opportunities. In some areas unemployment is 
high, welfare dependency entrenched and poor 
health all too common.

Critical to identifying and tackling these 
challenges is quality research, which supports 
robust arguments and evidence-based policy that 
governments can use to get results on the ground. 
This is why the RAI exists; it is only through these 
well-researched rationales that governments will 
change the way they think about regional Australia.

As the first truly independent, think tank for 
regional Australia, the RAI is uniquely placed to 
influence policy and make a difference.

Research-based policy thinking is critical to a 
better understanding of how we can realise 
the enormous potential of regional Australia. 
Through research, we can better understand the 
opportunities and risks in different regions, chart 
the way forward for growth and help shape policy 
at a regional level.

In its inaugural year the RAI has hit the ground 
running thanks, in no small part, to the hard work 
and dedication of the Board and staff.

The Board members, a diverse group of eminent 
Australians with a passion for regional Australia 
and getting things done, are a great source 
of experience and knowledge. They are well 
supported by our inaugural CEO Ms Su McCluskey.

Guiding all we do is the reality that when the 
regions are strong, so too is the nation.

Together we are determined to make a 
fundamental difference for all those Australians 
who live, work and raise their families outside 
the capital cities.

It is our collective responsibility to deliver 
solutions and positive change for them.

To achieve this, we are prepared to challenge the 
status quo—to take on governments and policy 
makers and challenge entrenched views about 
regional Australia.

Mal Peters

1	 Department of Regional Australia, Local Government, Arts and Sport www.regional.gov.au/regional/

2	 Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry www.daff.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/2175156/national-food-plan-
green-paper-072012.pdf

3	 Department of Resources, Energy and Tourism www.ret.gov.au/resources/mining/Pages/Mining.aspx

Message from the Chairman
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‘I can confidently 
report that the RAI 
has established 
strong foundations 
as Australia’s first 
truly independent 
think tank focused on 
regional Australians.’
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As inaugural CEO of the Regional Australia Institute, I can confidently report that 
the RAI has established strong foundations as Australia’s first truly independent think 
tank focused on regional Australians.  

Our task is to link research and policy to deliver 
innovative solutions on the ground. This means 
translating research findings into the language 
of policy makers to ensure regional Australia has 
a strong voice in developing and implementing 
policy that affects them. To complete the link, in 
partnership with regional communities we are 
determined to drive practical solutions that can 
produce positive results.

Clearly, we cannot do this in isolation. Already we 
have begun building partnerships with the many 
organisations and people who represent, advocate 
and work so hard for regional communities. It is 
only by working collectively that we will achieve 
tangible outcomes for those who build their lives 
in regional Australia.

Our conversation with regional Australia is 
already well underway.

Early stakeholder consultations and submissions 
from non-metropolitan regional development 
associations have helped shape our focus. To 
those who took part in these consultations, 
thank you. As people at the frontline of regional 
Australia, we are grateful for your views, ideas and 
continuing support.

To encourage the flow of ideas we have recently 
launched ‘Pitch an Idea’ on our website and look 
forward to receiving ideas and proposals for 
research, policy or other areas of work.

In September we staged our first major event—
hosting a delegation from the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) at the Shine Dome in Canberra. 
Attracting considerable interest from around 
the country, the presentations from the OECD 
drew on international experience and research to 
highlight the critical importance of regional areas 
to any national economy. They also confirmed our 
view—that it should not be a choice between 
supporting growing areas or propping up 
struggling regions, because economic growth is 
possible across all regions.

I would like to thank my highly experienced 
Board for the support and encouragement they 
have given as we pursue solutions that deliver 
for regional Australia. I would also like to thank 
Jack Archer, the RAI’s interim CEO and the person 
who did all the hard yards in establishing the RAI 
before I began. Jack is now leading our research 
agenda and I am delighted that he has remained 
with us. I also welcome the additional members to 
our team who have come on board more recently.

I’m confident the year ahead will position the RAI 
to deliver on its charter to shape solutions for a 
sustainable and prosperous regional Australia.   

As I said when I started, fasten your seatbelts—
we’re in for one hell of a ride!

Su McCluskey

Report from the CEO



Launch
RAI Chairman Mal Peters and Minister for 
Regional Australia, Regional Development and Local 
Government and Minister for the Arts, Simon Crean 
officially launched the Regional Australia Institute in 
February 2012 at Parliament House in Canberra. 

Stakeholder forums
Between December 2011 and February 2012, the 
RAI hosted five stakeholder forums. Feedback from 
these forums indicated the RAI should focus on: 

•	 bringing forward community perspectives 

•	 developing practical solutions

•	 building on existing work. 

Regional Development Australia survey
The RAI invited non-metropolitan RDAs to provide 
input to the development of the RAI through 
an online survey. RDAs identified challenges in 
accessing good information, particularly data for 
their region that was up to date and linked to 
relevant issues. Access to case studies of regional 
development success stories will help them 
develop their own strategies for change.

Research agenda
The RAI research agenda was released identifying 
research priorities under four themes:

•	 Position and potential

•	 Realising opportunity

•	 Successful transitions

•	 Better services and engagement.

Research Fellows and 
Research Advisory Committee
The RAI announced its Research Fellows, among 
them the most highly regarded academics on 
regional development in the world. Inaugural 
Fellow, Professor John Tomaney from the UK joined 

Professor Andrew Beer and Professor Graeme 
Hugo on the Research Advisory Committee along 
with RAI Board members Professor Sandra Harding 
as Chair and Professor Ngiare Brown.  

International Policy Forum
In September, the RAI staged its first major event 
at the Shine Dome in Canberra showcasing the 
OECD’s most recent work on regions, highlighting 
that strong economic growth is possible in all 
regions and regional policy should not be a choice 
between picking winners or losers.

Pitch an Idea
Launched online, ‘Pitch an Idea’ is an opportunity 
for anyone with an interest in regional Australia to 
share ideas and comments. It provides an online 
‘crowdsourcing’ approach to developing ideas the 
RAI can draw on, providing the widest possible 
base and allowing people who are not insiders 
in the research process to contribute to the RAI 
research agenda.

Stocktake of Regional Research
The RAI announced the most comprehensive 
stocktake to date on regional Australia research, 
which provides a concise summary of recent and 
important national and international research in a 
searchable database. Identified research gaps will 
guide future research priorities.   

Regional Competitiveness Index
A scoping study on the development of a 
competitiveness index for non-metropolitan 
regions of Australia was completed. There is 
potential for this index to be an anchor point for 
regional policy. It will be used to develop a clearer 
understanding of the potential for new growth 
and prosperity in regional areas, identifying the 
drivers of positive economic outcomes and areas 
for policy change.

Highlights of 2011–12
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The RAI is the first Australian policy think tank and research organisation to support 
better policy making for regional Australia. The organisation was established in 
September 2011 as an independent company limited by guarantee and has been 
endorsed as an approved research insitute. The Regional Australia Institute was 
established with the support of the Australian Government.

‘Enabling regions to achieve their potential 
for the benefit of all Australians’

While acknowledging and celebrating the 
ongoing success of regional Australia, the RAI 
does not believe that regional Australia has 
reached its potential or that we can rely on 
current approaches for the future. We can and 
will do better.

To achieve this will require a better informed 
discussion about the status of regional Australia 
and where we want it to be in the future. It will 
require new policy approaches, different thinking 
among government and industry leaders and 
the empowerment and engagement of regional 
communities so they can better shape their 
own futures. This process of positive change is 
something that will benefit all Australians and 
contribute significantly to developing national 
prosperity and the Australian way of life.

The aspiration of the RAI is to enable all regions 
to recognise and reach their potential.

‘To be Australia’s pre-eminent, 
authoritative source of independent 
information and policy advice on issues 
impacting regional Australia’

Our role as a think tank is to build the quality of 
thinking and support quality decision making for 
issues affecting regional Australia. 

We will do this by building the evidence base 
and an informed public debate, by developing 
new ideas, by harvesting the best approaches 
used around Australia and internationally and by 
working to help others involved in the debate and 
in decision making to be more effective in what 
they do.

Our mission is to become an authoritative and 
trusted source of independent information and 
policy advice.

About the  
Regional Australia Institute 

‘Our mission is 
to become an 
authoritative and 
trusted source 
of independent 
information and 
policy advice.’
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Our people

Regional Australia Institute Board
The RAI is governed by a diverse group of 
independent thinkers, who span the political 
divide and bring together the right mix of 
knowledge, expertise, skills and experience 
in regional Australia. The Board has extensive 
knowledge of research and policy implementation 
at local, state and federal levels and strong 
community links.

The RAI Board members are:

•	 Mr Mal Peters (Chairman)

•	 Professor Ngiare Brown

•	 Professor Sandra Harding

•	 Mr Grant Latta

•	 Mr Tim Shackleton

•	 Rt Hon Ian Sinclair

•	 Mr Christian Zahra.

The Research Advisory Committee
The Research Advisory Committee was 
established to provide advice to the RAI Board 
on research matters. The Research Advisory 
Committee develops and commissions research 
projects and ensures that the portfolio aligns with 
the RAI vision, identifies and addresses priority 
issues and concerns, and meets the highest 
research standards before being recommended 
for the Board’s endorsement.

The Research Advisory Committee members are:

•	 Professor Sandra Harding (Chair)

•	 Professor Andrew Beer

•	 Professor Ngiare Brown

•	 Professor Graeme Hugo

•	 Professor John Tomaney

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

Regional Australia Institute Fellows
A Regional Australia Institute Fellow is a 
recognised expert in regional development 
who has agreed to support the work of the RAI. 
RAI Fellows raise awareness of the RAI and 
its work in their professional networks and 
contribute to the RAI’s awareness and public 
debate of regional issues and regional research.

The Board has appointed eight Research Fellows:

•	 Professor John Tomaney (Inaugural Fellow) 

•	 Professor Andrew Beer

•	 Professor AJ Brown

•	 Professor Chris Cocklin

•	 Professor Graeme Hugo

•	 Professor John Martin

•	 Professor Fiona Haslam McKenzie

•	 Adjunct Professor Tony Sorensen.

‘The RAI is governed 
by a diverse group 
of independent 
thinkers, who span 
the political divide … ’

From left to right: Mr Grant Latta, Prof Sandra Harding,  
Mr Tim Shackleton (appointed 24/8/12), Mr Mal Peters 
(Chairman), Mr Christian Zahra, Rt Hon Ian Sinclair.   
Absent: Prof Ngiare Brown.
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In April 2012, the RAI put in place a research agenda to guide research to 2014. 
The reserch agenda emphasises the need to understand and facilitate positive change 
in regional Australia.

A significant consultation effort laid the 
foundation for the research agenda and initial 
projects. The RAI hosted five stakeholder forums 
and conducted a survey of the non-metropolitan 
RDAs. The goal was to provide insights and 
guidance for the RAI’s strategic directions, input 
to possible priority research themes and advice 
on the approaches the RAI should consider.

The RAI was urged to take a first step in its 
research by making existing information more 
accessible and policy relevant. Valuable research 
already existed but it needed to be more effectively 
drawn together and presented to fill gaps. 

Themes
Integrating the insights from the stakeholder 
forums, the RDA survey and numerous other 
meetings and discussions with people involved 
in regional research and policy, four themes 
emerged to guide RAI research. 

Theme 1: Position and potential

Any informed policy discussion requires answers 
to two simple questions—where are we now and 
where do we want to be in the future? 

An independent and credible view of what 
success looks like and where we are in 
comparison to that vision is fundamental if new, 
innovative ideas are to develop over time. 

This theme will provide foundational evidence 
and knowledge about the status and potential 
of regional Australia. 

Key objectives of this theme include:

•	 improving the integration and availability of 
regional data and information

•	 building a better understanding of the socio-
economic situation in different regions and the 
drivers of change

•	 building a better understanding of the sources 
of potential for future growth and prosperity 
in different regional areas

•	 building an understanding of how we can 
sustain and renew regional communities.

Theme 2: Realising opportunity

Opportunities for new prosperity and a 
better quality of life in regional Australia are 
diverse. They may flow from natural resources, 
geographical location, the knowledge, skills 
and ingenuity of a region’s people, a favourable 
economic outlook for key industries or a region’s 
ability to attract new citizens or investment.  

Realising these opportunities is not always easy. 
It requires the harnessing of local resources 
and the cooperation of governments and 
industry. Opportunity also brings change and has 
important trade-offs that need to be understood 
and managed effectively.

Research under this priority will look in more 
detail at key opportunities for future development 
in different regions around the country. This 
will include examining the costs and benefits 
for regions and the nation, the different views 
on change and development in the community 
and the policy settings, and local and industry 
strategies that can help regional areas gain the 
most from new development.

Research agenda
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‘Regional Australians also need opportunities 
to have a genuine stake in the policy decisions 
that shape their communities.’

Theme 3: Successful transitions

Regions are subject to global and national forces 
that drive change beyond their control. The 
smaller populations and less diverse economies of 
regions often mean that shifts in markets, policy 
or population can lead to significant and rapid 
changes in employment and business prospects. 
The shifts create significant uncertainty and 
stress for communities, undermining health and 
wellbeing in addition to economic costs. 

The way in which regions themselves and 
decision makers in government and industry 
understand and respond to these changes can 
be crucial to minimising the downsides of change 
and identifying opportunities for a sustainable 
long-term future. The ability for regions to 
develop organic growth from existing resources 
is also essential.

The RAI will contribute to successful transitions 
in regional areas by undertaking research to 
better document the consequences of change 
and the perceptions and aspirations of the people 
involved. Solutions that have been tried and new 
options that hold potential to better deal with 
change will also be researched.

Theme 4: Better services and engagement

A region’s potential is underpinned by its people 
and their quality of life, health and education. 
Access to basic government services such as 
health, education and law and order are essential. 
It is expected that all Australians should have 
similar access to these services. 

However, service delivery approaches that 
work well in metropolitan areas are often not 
effective in inner regional areas or remote parts 
of Australia where the population is sparse. 
Identifying better ways of providing services to 
regional areas is an ongoing challenge.

Regional Australians also need opportunities to 
have a genuine stake in the policy decisions that 
shape their communities. Governments find it 
challenging to effectively engage communities 
and regional governance structures are seen as 
fragmented and lacking real power and influence 
in government decision making.

Research under this theme will examine practical 
innovations in service delivery and community 
engagement that can help achieve better service 
outcomes for regional Australia. 
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The RAI has initiated two projects to solve the major challenges identified by 
stakeholders. These projects will be a major RAI contribution to informing regional 
research and policy and creating a foundation for well-targeted future research. 

A series of smaller projects have also been 
developed to support an informed discussion 
and debate on contemporary policy issues.

Stocktake of Regional Research
The RAI undertook a stocktake of regional 
research to catalogue existing research on 
regional issues.

The stocktake helps make the knowledge from 
existing research more readily available to users 
of research in the community, government and 
industry. This will make it much easier to identify 
and use relevant research. 

Many researchers and users of research in regions 
and government have identified the ongoing 
challenge of connecting with relevant existing 
knowledge about regional development so that 
good policy and decisions can be made. 

The stocktake is a long-term solution to this issue. 
It will benefit both the people involved in regional 
development who need easy access to the latest 
knowledge, as well as researchers who want to 
see their work taken up and used for the benefit 
of regions.

Products from the stocktake include:

•	 an online searchable database of research 
undertaken since 2000 to identify existing 
knowledge on regional issues of interest

•	 a series of literature reviews summarising the 
state of knowledge for each RAI research 
theme

•	 a list of the datasets available for analysing 
regional issues

•	 a gap analysis to identify areas of knowledge 
where further effort is needed.

The stocktake will be an ongoing project and the 
RAI will keep the information up to date so it 
remains useful and relevant. Information on new 
research will also be added as it becomes available. 

Regional Competitiveness Index
Understanding the position and potential of 
different regions and the policy mix that might 
influence regional development is a challenge for 
governments and regional leaders alike. 

While regional leaders are likely to understand 
the particular challenges of their regions, 
connecting these to a national or state policy 
framework and solutions relevant at that level 
can be difficult. For governments, identifying 
those areas where specific policies are relatively 
more important can be challenging, meaning that 
policies are insufficiently tested at the regional 
level in many cases. 

To help overcome this challenge, the RAI 
is developing an assessment of the global 
competitiveness of Australia’s regions. 

By adapting indicator frameworks developed by 
the World Economic Forum and the European 
Commission, the assessment will consider a 
range of regional factors to understand the 
relative competitiveness of regions in governance, 
services, infrastructure, people and the economy. 

The competitiveness assessment will be 
completed for each local government area. 
This will allow the competitiveness of a range 
of regions to be assessed including Regional 
Development Australia regions, functional 
economic regions and other boundaries used 
by policy makers.

Research in progress
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The index will use a mixture of data and expert 
survey information to assess 10 themes of 
competitiveness. These are described in the figure 
above, which also identifies how each aspect 
of the index relates back to policy issues and 
decision making.

Through a summary report and publication 
of the results and underlying data online, the 
RAI will use the assessment to facilitate an 
informed discussion of the trends in regional 
competitiveness and policy priorities for 
increasing competitiveness over time.

This will be an ongoing project for the RAI. 
The first edition is expected to be available 
in early 2013.

Institutions
Infrastructure

Direct
policy
action

Indirect
policy
action

Fixed

Macroeconomic Stability
Human Capital

Labour Market Efficiency
Technological Readiness
Business Sophistication

Innovation

Market Size
Natural Resources
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From Recovery to Renewal
Regional Australia has withstood a series 
of major natural disasters in the last three 
years. The recovery of local businesses and the 
local economy after a disaster is essential for 
the effective long-term recovery of regional 
communities. 

For many communities, once the immediate 
trauma eases, a disaster may also open the 
possibility of renewal and positive long-term 
change through innovative reconstruction and 
recovery initiatives.

However, there is anecdotal evidence that the 
recovery approaches used in Australia may not be 
providing the necessary foundation for economic 
recovery and renewal. The RAI is examining the 
economic recovery of regional communities 
affected by a variety of natural disasters. 

By integrating new evidence from current 
regional community experience of economic 
recovery following recent disasters in Victoria 
and Queensland (fire, flood and cyclone) with 
what is known internationally about facilitating 
economic recovery, this project will provide a 
basis for critically reviewing current approaches 
and making practical suggestions on how these 
can be improved. 

The project is being led by Dr Ed Blakely of the 
United States Studies Centre at the University 
of Sydney. An international expert and author, 
Dr Blakely brings his extensive international and 
Australian experience in disaster management 
to the RAI project.

Population Mobility in 
Australia’s Regions
RAI’s stakeholder engagement identified 
significant interest in population changes and 
how policy or regional initiatives can influence 
people to move to regional areas. The release 
of the latest census provided an opportunity 
to update our understanding of the patterns 
of change in regional populations.

In response, the RAI initiated a project to provide 
a summary analysis of major trends in population 
dynamics in Australian regions and to initiate a 
discussion of implications stemming from these 
trends and the development of policy approaches 
that might address some of these implications.  

This research will provide the RAI, governments, 
industry and regional communities with a current 
analysis of population change and mobility at 
relevant local area levels to address specific 
regional issues and national policy debates. 
Regional growth and prosperity relies on people, 
and by providing an in-depth understanding of 
the different elements of population mobility 
and change, using the most up-to-date data 
available, this research will help regional areas 
plan for the future. 

The project is being led by the Australian 
Population and Migration Research Centre 
at the University of Adelaide.



Providing a Catalyst for 
Local Infrastructure Renewal 
Local investment and adequate local 
infrastructure is fundamental for regional 
development and prosperity. Australia has a 
significant local infrastructure deficit, which 
has accumulated after years of inadequate 
investment. Estimates put the current deficit in 
the range of $12–$15.3 billion.

The Australian Government is considering the 
recommendations of a new report on the issue 
from advisors Ernst and Young. This report 
recommends the establishment of a National 
Finance Authority and a National Advisory Body 
for Local Infrastructure Procurement without 
providing detail on how this reform could be 
practically achieved.

The RAI conducted independent research 
to complement Ernst and Young’s work and 
recommendations. The research reviewed the 
recommendation for new advisory and financing 
bodies and more clearly defined a model for 
putting these recommendations into action based 
on past local and international experience. 

An assessment of the associated costs and 
risks for governments was made to facilitate 
negotiation and agreement to the best approach.

Brian Dollery from the Centre for Local 
Government at the University of New England 
led the research for the RAI.

16  •  www.regionalaustralia.org.au

‘Australia has a 
significant local 
infrastructure 
deficit, which 
has accumulated 
after years of 
inadequate 
investment.’
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In the coming year, the RAI’s research agenda will fully develop. 

The Board has set several strategic priorities, 
which will guide an initial tranche of new research 
initiatives. 

This includes two projects looking at major 
opportunities for regional development that exist 
in the current economic environment. Issues such 
as generating regional benefits from resource 
developments and the opportunities for growth 
as faster broadband comes online are currently 
being considered.

Research examining opportunities for 
improving regional governance and assessing 
potential efficiencies for government through 
decentralisation will also be undertaken. 

The RAI is also examining the feasibility of a major 
survey of regional businesses to complement the 
knowledge gained from data-based assessment 
with what people at the frontline of regional 
development are seeing in their region.

The results of the major research initiatives of 
2012 will also guide the development of the RAI 
Board’s new strategic priorities.

The gap analysis component of the stocktake 
will provide the RAI and the wider research 
community with a clear indication on the need 
for new research across a range of topics. 
The discussion of ideas on ‘Pitch an Idea’ will 
reinforce this.

The assessment of regional competitiveness 
will provide guidance on which issues are most 
pressing in different areas of the country, allowing 
research to be focused in the regions where it 
matters the most.

The RAI will continue to invest in smaller, issue-
based, short-term research that responds to 
policy needs and public debate. This work may 
arise through the RAI’s engagement with regional, 
state or federal decision makers or emerging 
issues in the public debate on regional issues. 
The aim of this work is to progress discussions 
effectively towards informed resolutions.

Forward agenda

‘The assessment 
of regional 
competitiveness will 
provide guidance 
on which issues are 
most pressing in 
different areas of 
the country.’
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