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POPULATION DECLINE AND SERVICE PROVISION IN REGIONAL
AUSTRALIA: A SOUTH AUSTRALIAN CASE STUDY

Andrew Beer and Robert Keane
A Federal Government sponsored Regional Forum conducted in Whyalla in July 1999 highlighted the
service provision problems confronting rural and remote regions in northern South Australia. This paper
considers the nature and extent of population loss in this part of Australia and its impact on the quality
of life. The paper goes on to consider the sorts of policy responses that are needed both to sustain current
populations and guarantee the residents of these regions access to services.

Over the last several years increased
attention has been paid to the processes
of population loss in non-metropolitan
Australia and the related, but not depend-
ent, decline in services for rural and re-
mote populations.1 As Conway showed,
Australians must now question the
sustainability of settlement in many
established farming areas.2 To make
matters worse, recent population projec-
tions suggest that if recent trends con-
tinue the decline of the non-metropolitan
population away from the coast is likely
to continue in New South Wales and
Victoria.3 The electoral backlash assoc-
iated with the perceived ‘neglect of the
bush’ by Federal and State Governments4

has already attracted increased attention
to regional issues by governments but it
is open to question whether the policies
being pursued are either appropriate or
sufficient.5 This paper examines the
problems of population decline and acc-
ess to services in South Australia’s north-
ern regions. It also examines the magni-
tude of the problems confronting this area
and questions whether the sorts of re-
sponses being pursued by governments
will be able to stem the tide of population
loss and provide residents with reason-
able access to services. 

THE REGIONAL FORUM 
In July 1999 the Federal Government
sponsored a Regional Forum in Whyalla.

This Forum (essentially a two day meet-
ing between representatives of the region,
Senator Ian McDonald the Minister for
Territories, Local Government and Re-
gional Services, and senior State and
Federal Government officers) was one of
two pilot Forums that had been
announced in the previous budget.6 The
territory covered in this Forum extended
much beyond Whyalla. It embraced a
number of regions including:
• the Far North;
• the Eyre Peninsula, 
• the Mid North, Flinders Ranges,

Yorke Peninsula; and,
• the Upper Spencer Gulf cities of

Whyalla, Port Augusta and Port Pirie
(Figure 1). 
A Steering Committee comprised of

local government officials, service pro-
viders and representatives of regional
development boards developed the
agenda for the Forum and prepared a
Regional Futures Brief for discussion at
that meeting.7 Significantly, both popula-
tion loss and access to adequate medical,
education, financial, community and
social services were identified by the
Steering Committee as threshold issues
for all regions within the Spencer Gulf
area. They were seen to place quality of
life at risk and challenge the maintenance
of current levels of development. That is,
the loss of population and services would
reduce the attractiveness of northern
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Figure 1: The Spencer Gulf area and constituent regions, South Australia 

South Australia for the retention and
inward flow of people and investment. 

ACCESS TO SERVICES
The regions of northern South Australia
suffer from poor access to services.
Access to health, education, information
technology, banking, transport, telecom-
munications and community services can
be difficult for rural and remote residents
in South Australia. Moreover, the situa-
tion appears to be deteriorating. A number
of factors have contributed to this situa-
tion: the privatisation and commerciali-
sation of public sector utilities has re-
duced service levels and/or increased
costs; the private sector has rationalised
operations — withdrawing branches to
only the largest and most profitable cen-
tres; and the State and Federal Govern-
ments have cut many programs crucial to
the ‘bush’. For example, many families in
the Far North have relied on sending their

children to Adelaide for their secondary
education. They have been adversely
affected by the decision of the Howard
Government to remove subsidies for
education hostels, effectively making
these hostels as expensive as boarding
schools. Local schools are too small to
offer a comparable level of education.

Some of these problems are, of course,
of long duration. Access to telecommuni-
cations has always been difficult and in
many areas even basic telephone services
are limited. This point was highlighted by
the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity
Commission’s report Bush Talks:

Oodnadatta, essentially a remote
Aboriginal community, has a fixed num-
ber of phone services available. A person
can get a new line only when someone
else gives one up (ie when someone dies
or leaves). The lines are of very poor
quality and calls often drop out.8
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Health services
Health services are one of the most tell-
ing indicators of the problems confront-
ing regional Australia as they are one of
the critical areas where service provision
is sparse and where poor access contrib-
utes to population loss, lower quality of
life and the leakage of expenditure. 

Problems with access to health ser-
vices are evident throughout northern
South Australia. Access to GP9 services
is surprisingly poor in each of the Upper
Spencer Gulf cities, with 1,600 persons
per GP in Whyalla in 1992, 1,300 persons
per GP in Port Augusta and 1,400 per GP
in Port Pirie.10 This compares very
unfavourably with the 1:873 ratio in
Adelaide and the State-wide non-
metropolitan average of 1:1,173. Access
is even poorer in the Flinders Ranges
with one GP for every 2,000 persons,
while in aggregate terms the Eyre
Peninsula has reasonable access to GPs,
with a ratio of 1:1,200. However, there
were just 10 practitioners to cover the
entire area of the Eyre Peninsula outside
Port Lincoln (72,000 square kilometres)
and the situation appears to have
worsened over the last decade with some
communities — notably Kimba —
reporting difficulties in retaining a GP.

The Far North suffers from very poor
access to GP services.11 In 1992 the re-
gion recorded in excess of 2,000 persons
per GP, the worst ratio in the State.
Roxby Downs had a significantly better
ratio with one GP per 1,300 persons, but
Coober Pedy had just one GP for 2,200
persons. Poor access to primary health
care has contributed to poor health out-
comes in the Far North. There is evidence
of under-use of services in the Flinders
Ranges (by up to 30 per cent) while the
residents of the Eyre Peninsula are also
15 to 30 per cent less likely to consult a
doctor when compared against State

averages. Residents of the Far North,
however, are by far the most parsi-
monious in the use of medical expertise.
They were 70 per cent less likely to con-
sult a GP when compared with the South
Australian population as a whole. This is
despite the fact that the Far North is an
area of high health risk. This risk rating
reflects the remoteness of the locality, but
also lifestyle factors and the substantial
Aboriginal population.12 Risk factors
such as crowded housing, unmanaged
dogs, poor nutrition, dust, poor water
quality and effluent disposal have long
been associated with poor health status
and remote Aboriginal communities. The
Far North also has a high alcohol risk
compared with the rest of country South
Australia and there are higher levels of
obesity within the region. Vaccination
rates among children are low. 

It is worth remembering also that the
‘technological fix’ of remotely accessing
health services through video link ups or
the Internet can be a mirage. The resi-
dents of Far North South Australia have
reported problems in securing Medicare
payments for consultations at which the
doctor does not actually attend.13 The
physical presence of a GP is therefore
significant both for the quality of the
service and its affordability. 

POPULATION DECLINE IN THE
REGIONS 
A sparse — and now falling — popula-
tion is one of the factors that have con-
tributed to historically low levels of
service provision in northern South Aus-
tralia. The State's population is projected
to grow by a little over two per cent
between the 1996 and 2001 census and
most of this growth (10.8 per cent) is
expected within the outer metropolitan
area. Regional South Australia is
expected to decline a further 1.2 per cent
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with the greatest losses in areas away
from Adelaide.14 

The regions of the Spencer Gulf area
are landscapes of population decline. The
population of the four regions has fallen
from 177,157 in 1986 to 168,559 in 1996.
This is a loss of nearly five per cent of its
population. This decline is expected to
continue with projections suggesting
further losses in the order of 1.2 per cent
by 2001.

The pattern of population change has
been patchy with the Mid North, Yorke
Peninsula and Flinders Ranges gaining
population over the decade — with num-
bers rising from 69,691 in 1986, to
71,386 in 1991 and 72,988 in 1996 —
largely as a result of the settlement of
retirees in a number of Spencer Gulf
coastal towns, such as Wallaroo, Moonta
and Kadina along the eastern coast of
Spencer Gulf. Projections suggest this
trend will continue. The Far North has
seen the biggest loss in percentage terms
over the last decade, with its population
falling from 15,078 in 1986 to 12,336 in
1991 and 10,737 in 1996. The Far North,
however, is predicted to show a recovery
of 1,244 by 2001, due mainly to
increased mining and the opening of
Woomera as a detention centre for illegal
immigrants.Elsewhere, the picture is
bleak. The Upper Spencer Gulf cities
have seen the biggest losses with their
combined populations falling from
61,523 in 1976, to 59,444 in 1986,
56,627 in 1991 and 53,055 in 1996. A
further loss of more than 3,400 persons is
expected by 2001. Between 1991 and
1996 all three centres recorded losses
ranging from 0.9 per cent for Port Pirie,
1.2 per cent for Port Augusta and 1.6 per
cent for Whyalla. Whyalla and Port
Augusta have the highest forecast losses
of 2,374 and 1,052 respectively. The loss
of population from the Eyre Peninsula

has been less dramatic but the fall from
32,944 in 1986, to 31,118 in 1991,
31,779 in 1996 and a predicted decline of
1.8 per cent by 2001, still represents a
significant slump.

It is a matter of concern that the over-
all population of these four regions is
expected to fall further, at least in the
short term (Figure 2). Governments
allocate services according to population
numbers so that a fall in the number of
residents is compounded by the with-
drawal of services. Port Augusta, Port
Pirie and Whyalla are actively seeking to
boost their populations. They recognise
that there will be an on-going cycle of
service loss and employment loss unless
they can stop the outflow of their
population. 

EMPLOYMENT 
Employment opportunities are clearly a
critical factor in determining population
gains and losses. The depth of the prob-
lem confronting this part of Australia is
highlighted by the fact that the Spencer
Gulf area as a whole accommodated
some 68 per cent of South Australia's
employment loss between 1991 and 1996,
despite having just 14 per cent of the
State’s population.15 

All four regions are confronted by
challenges to their major industries: in
addition to the vagaries of the weather,
agriculture has suffered from restructur-
ing over the last two decades, heavy
manufacturing (the mainstay of the econ-
omy in Whyalla and Port Pirie) is in
decline, and resource based industries
often do not offer long-term employment.
As Table 1 shows, all regions have suff-
ered a decline in full-time employment
over the last decade and the number of
part-time jobs has not grown at a suffi-
cient rate to make up the shortfall. With
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Figure 2: Projected population losses to 2001, non-metropolitan South Australia

the exception of the Far North, unem-
ployment rates are high and rose over the
decade to 1996. 

One bright prospect is the develop-
ment of mineral resources in the Gawler
Craton. The Gawler Craton occupies

most of the North West of South Austra-
lia and is likely to produce significant
quantities of gold, silver, nickel and other
metals. This development is likely to
have a significant impact on Port Augusta
and Whyalla, as the mines are likely to
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Table 1: Number of full time and part time jobs by region and unemployment rate,
1986-1996

Full time employment Part-time employment Unemployment rate (%)

Region 1986 1991 1996 1986 1991 1996 1986 1996

Upper Spencer Gulf 16,873 14,901 12,575 5,212 5,868 6,628 13.2 13.5

Mid North, Yorke Peninsula
and Flinders Ranges 20,962 18,825 18,214 6,185 7,452 8,338 9.9 10.5

Eyre Peninsula 10,314 8,336 8,235 3,172 3,679 4,115 10.2 10.5

Far North 6,149 4,049 3,377 1,234 1,313 1,267 5.8 6.7

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Census, 1996

operate as Fly in-Fly out concerns. Port
Augusta and Whyalla, along with Adel
aide, are likely to be the major places of
residence for workers.16 It is estimated
that mining in the Craton will generate
$190 million in additional expenditure in
South Australia, much of which will take
place in Whyalla and Port Augusta. The
State Government has also recently
announced the development of a mag-
nesium processing plant at Port Pirie with
a full-time staff of 300 that will generate
$250 million in export sales annually.17

However, the on-going leakage of
expenditure from the region through the
loss of retail sales, health, financial and
other services to Adelaide and other
centres and the low operating staff
numbers in resource-based industries
suggest these developments may only
offer a partial solution to the broader
problems confronting these regions. 

POPULATION, EMPLOYMENT AND
SERVICES 
The regions discussed in this paper all
suffer from poor access to services and
this situation has worsened over the last
decade. Increasingly, both central
governments and private businesses loc-
ate their facilities in order to achieve the
greatest possible efficiencies. Regions
such as those in northern South Australia
are disadvantaged because they lack the

population numbers needed to secure a
good level of service provision. That is,
their relatively small populations make
them uneconomic locations for health,
financial, retail and other services. Im-
portantly, whole regions are now made
up of these ‘non-economic’ urban cen-
tres, so travelling to a regional centre
may not be possible or affordable. Poor
access to services makes these towns and
regions less attractive places for business
start ups or the location of branch
plants,18 and this in turn contributes to
high rates of unemployment and further
population loss (Figure 3). The greater
the ‘hollowing out’ of the local economy,
the greater the vulnerability to external
shocks and the greater the propensity for
further population and service losses. 

Over the period 1986 to 1996 the
biggest losses of employment in northern
South Australia were in the basic
export-oriented industries. Some 6,000
jobs were lost from agriculture, mining
and manufacturing and this figure far
exceeds likely replacement by new
mines, farming ventures or manufacturing
plants. Employment in property and
financial services grew over the decade
(800 extra jobs), while employment in
education and government administration
fell (3,500 jobs lost), community and
health employment rose (1,500 jobs) and
tourism related employment rose by 800
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Figure 3: Services, employment and population loss

positions. Importantly, there has been
growth in employment in those sectors
that are growing nationally, but their
expansion within the regions considered
in this paper has not kept pace with the
shedding of labour elsewhere, nor with
the rate of growth in the capitals. 

Policies and actions are needed to give
areas such as northern South Australia
access to ‘sunrise’ industries. The Keati-
ng Government sought to connect Austra-
lia’s regions to the globalised economy
via the Regional Development Program19

while the Howard Government has at-
tempted to achieve the same objective by
‘wiring’ regional Australia to the Internet
through the ‘Networking the Nation’

program. While these initiatives are im-
portant first steps, both approaches fail to
address the longer term need to foster
regional industries through longer term
co-ordinated strategies. 

The Hawke, Keating and now Howard
Governments attempted to force Austra-
lian industries to become world competi-
tive by dismantling tariff barriers. This
strategy has disadvantaged non-metro-
politan (and to a certain extent non-Syd-
ney and Melbourne) industries to a great-
er degree as it has re-emphasised the
competitive advantages of a central loca-
tion, particularly in the fast growing
industry sectors. This has helped create a
very ‘brittle’ regional Australia: on the

one hand much of the nation’s
wealth and export earnings are still
generated off the land, while on the
other hand the very survival of these
industries is threatened by the
withdrawal of the supporting service
industries and associated population.
Encouraging strength within
regional economies is important as it
is only by improving regional
economies that governments and
communities will be able to break
the cycle of employment shedding,
population loss and the departure of
services from non-metropolitan
regions. 

CONCLUSION
The May 2000 Budget offered some
relief to non-metropolitan Australia
with greater funding for health
services outside the capitals. The
subsidy for fuel costs and the
removal of some taxes on exports
will help non-metropolitan indus-
tries be more competitive on
international markets. However, we
need to ask if these measures will
generate viable communities that
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can sustain and improve current levels of
service provision. A five year funding
program to attract medical practitioners
to country centres will not necessarily
offer a long- term solution. Poor access to
services will continue to diminish quality
of life outside the capitals as long as the
economies of non-metropolitan areas
remain vulnerable and central
governments ignore equity issues when
considering their expenditures. Other
advanced economies achieve a more

equal distribution of economic
opportunities, facilities and services. It is
time Australia learnt this lesson and
planned for both industry and services
away from the metropolitan areas. As a
society we could allow some centres to
slowly decline and then vanish — and
there are already many such examples
across northern South Australia — but
we must recognise that this could come at
a political, social and economic cost few
of us would be willing to pay.
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