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Independent and informed by both research and ongoing dialogue with the community, the 

Regional Australia Institute (RAI) 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 RAI was established with support from the Australian Government. 

 

This research has been funded through a partnership between the Regional Australia Institute 

and the Department of Regional Development, Western Australia. 

 

 

Disclaimer and copyright 
This research report translates and analyses findings of research to enable an informed public 

discussion of regional issues in Australia. It is intended to assist people to think about their 

perspectives, assumptions and understanding of regional issues. No responsibility is accepted 

by RAI Limited, its Board or its funders for the accuracy of the advice provided or for the 

quality of advice or decisions made by others based on the information presented in this 

publication. 

 

Unless otherwise specified, the contents of this report remain the property of the Regional 

Australia Institute. Reproduction for non-commercial purposes with attribution of authorship is 

permitted. 
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Pathways to Settlement: Summary Report 

Economic changes can influence population mobility, as people move in search of work or a 

better life. Sudden or unbalanced population change, driven by any factor, can create 

economic, social and resource stresses which need to be addressed through planning and 

development strategies. The challenge ahead for regional planning in Western Australia is 

how to translate the benefits of the resources boom into lasting change, while also meeting 

identified policy goals to develop stronger regional cities and towns with growing populations 

and durable local economies. 

 

Western Australia experienced substantial overall population growth in the period from 

2006-2011. This increase was mostly driven by increased employment demand in the 

resources sector, which created substantial migration flows into the State and within the State. 

Populations grew in the metropolitan area and regional areas. Very high growth was more 

likely to occur in regional areas, with double the proportion of regional local government 

areas (LGAs) experiencing five percent or more annual average growth compared to Perth in 

2006-2011. Regional growth was also widespread. Over 52 percent of regional LGAs 

experienced annual average population growth in 2006-2011, compared to just 20 percent 

in 2001-2006.  

 

Despite this high growth, the city/regional proportions remained relatively stable, with 

regional areas accounting for a third of the state’s population in 2001-2006 and 2006-2011. 

The areas which experienced the highest population growth in 2006-2011 were the Pilbara, 

the Kimberley, the Peel and the South West regions. Yet, growth was not uniform across the 

State. A minority of LGAs continued to experience population loss from 2006-2011, but many 

of these did have a slowing in the rate of loss compared to 2001-2006.  

 

This research identifies the four key trends driving population change in regional areas of 

Western Australia: 

1. Growth in mining regions – particularly in the Pilbara, Kimberley, Mid West, 

Goldfields/Esperance, Gascoyne, and Peel regions; 

2. Growth in peri-urban regions – concentrated in the north-south corridor of the 

Wheatbelt and Peel LGAs in close proximity to the Perth metropolitan area; 

3. Growth in coastal areas – higher in selected areas directly on the coast in the South 

West, Mid West and Great Southern regions; and 

4. Decline or stasis in inland, non-mining regions – particularly the inland, non-mining 

areas of the Wheatbelt, Mid West, Gascoyne and Great Southern regions. 
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Growth in mining regions 

There is a strong correlation between the rate of population growth and the percentage of 

usual residents employed in the mining industry. Very high growth in population is most 

strongly associated with the construction and expansion stages of resource projects. As many 

resource projects are now entering an operational phase, population growth in some regional 

areas would be expected to stabilise in the longer term. The flow-on growth from mining 

changes the employment profile at the LGA level, particularly in the accommodation and food 

services, retail trade and transport sectors. 

 

Spatial patterns indicate that industry-related population growth has occurred in two types of 

areas – in LGAs where resource extraction occurs, and in the LGAs where long distance 

commuter (LDC) source communities exist. Source communities are usually desirable ‘lifestyle’ 

areas with high transport connectivity and access to the ‘big’ factors which have become 

affordable through a higher income – such as big houses, big toys (e.g. cars and boats) and 

proximity to big retail and recreation opportunities. 

 

Growth in peri-urban regions 

Growth in peri-urban regions surrounding the Perth metropolitan area extends predominantly 

in a north-south direction, which is an extension of the existing growth pattern within Perth. 

Several different trends contribute to peri-urban growth patterns. Some growth is related to 

LDC source community growth, particularly in Mandurah in the Peel region. Other growth, 

particularly in inland LGAs, is driven by people seeking more affordable housing. These tend 

to be families with young children, people in lower socio-economic groups, and retirees with 

lower incomes. The third group is seeking ‘lifestyle’ factors such as larger blocks, hobby farms, 

or ‘tree-changes’. These tend to be more affluent people, often with older children, empty 

nesters or high income retirees. 

 

Growth in coastal regions 

Coastal town growth continues to be dominated by those seeking a ‘sea-change’ lifestyle. This 

long-term, popular trend is being fuelled by people moving from Perth and from inland 

regional areas. There is some evidence that higher demand for coastal properties reflects a 

trend for more affluent, working age people to relocate to the higher-priced LGAs directly on 

the coast. This results in a greater number of retirees settling in the nearby, and usually 

cheaper, inland LGAs within the wider coastal region. This trend is particularly evident in the 

South West region. The exception to this pattern is the Great Southern region where there is 

stronger evidence of structural ageing in Albany and Denmark. In this region, there is a trend 

for retirees to move ‘into town’, likely seeking suitable housing options, services and supports. 

 

While structural ageing is seen as a challenge by many, it also presents opportunity for 

growth through expansion of related industries. Future regional growth and economic 

diversity, particularly in the South West, Peel, Wheatbelt and Great Southern regions, may be 

driven by development of employment opportunities in aged care, retirement housing, retail, 

and recreation and leisure activities to meet the growing demand for goods and services as 

more baby boomers reach retirement age. 
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Decline in inland regions 

Lack of population growth continues to be a challenge for those regional communities 

experiencing population decline or stasis (where a population neither grows nor declines). 

There is no evidence for widespread or substantial population decline at a regional level from 

2006-2011, but significant and persistent challenges do exist for a number of communities at 

a LGA level. Areas in stasis or decline are typically inland, small communities with no resources 

industry and an economy highly dependent upon agriculture. 

 

In many places, declines in population have been driven by reduced employment 

opportunities. Factors influencing this include amalgamation of smaller farms into larger, more 

profitable operations, mechanisation within the agricultural industry, and the withdrawal or 

reduction of service providers based in small towns. Limitations in market size then become a 

disincentive for new investment or establishment of industries, thus creating a spiral of decline. 

Maintenance of infrastructure and essential services is a critical issue for all small communities. 

Structural change and adaptive strategies, particularly for small communities in vast and/or 

remote regions, is an identified policy concern at both state/territory and Commonwealth level 

throughout Australia. 

 

 
Figure 1: Regional population change in Western Australia 2006-2011 by place of usual residence. RAI calculations based on 
ABS (2011) Census of Population and Housing data  
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Migration and settlement pathways 

The majority of population growth in Western Australia comes from migration rather than 

natural increase. The majority of migrants, from both international and interstate sources, settle 

in Perth rather than in regional areas (Figure 1). In 2011, 85 percent of international migrants 

who had lived overseas in 2006 had settled in Perth compared to 15 percent who settled in 

regional areas. The shortfall in interstate and international migration to regions is not offset by 

substantial intrastate migration from Perth to the regional areas. If left unaddressed, the 

disparity in this settlement flow will further widen the population gap, growing Perth’s 

population at the expense of regional areas. 

 

Families with children, from both interstate and international origins, were more likely to settle 

in regional areas than in the Perth metropolitan area. This suggests that regional living may be 

more attractive to people raising families, a factor which could be targeted in future 

population growth strategies.  

 

 
Figure 2: Comparison of regional and Perth migration flows by usual residence five years prior to 2011 for persons aged 5 or 
older. RAI calculations based on ABS (2011) Census of Population and Housing 

 

International migration 

Of those international migrants who had settled in regional areas, most lived in the South 

West region, followed by the Peel, the Pilbara, and the Goldfields-Esperance regions. There 

is evidence that the mining boom again is a likely factor driving some regional settlement 

patterns, due to active international recruitment campaigns by the resources industry and 

evidence from increased visa approvals. 

 

Interstate migration 

Regional migrants from interstate sources were also more likely to have settled in regions 

associated with mining. The highest percentage of this group settled in the Pilbara region, 

followed by the Goldfields/Esperance, South West, Peel, and Kimberley regions. While 

Queensland, New South Wales and Victoria provided the highest number of interstate 

migrants to regional Western Australia, a higher proportion (compared to home state 
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population size) had moved from the Northern Territory, Queensland, Tasmania and South 

Australia. 

 

Additionally, regionally-based people are more likely than city-based people to move to 

another regional location when making an interstate move. Interstate migrants settled in 

regional areas in Western Australia from 2006-2011 were 2.3 times more likely to originate 

from regional areas interstate than from an interstate capital city. 

 

Intrastate migration 

There is substantial evidence of a high rate of intrastate migration to, from and within regional 

areas in Western Australia (i.e. region to region, region to Perth, or Perth to region). More 

people had moved within the State than had migrated in from external sources from 2006-

2011. Perth is the dominant source for migratory population growth in regional Western 

Australia, but this is largely offset by a high rate of people moving from the regions to Perth. 

The net migration from 2006-2011 was a 7,400 gain for regional Western Australia. 

 

The top destinations for people who moved from Perth was the Peel region, followed by the 

South West, the Pilbara, and the Wheatbelt regions. People who had moved from other 

regional areas within Western Australia had picked the same four regions, but with a 

different order. Their top destinations were the South West region, followed by the Peel, the 

Pilbara and the Wheatbelt regions. Furthermore, people moving from other regional areas 

within Western Australia were also more likely to reside in regions outside the top four than 

people moving from Perth. 

 

Increasing regional populations overall requires that strategies to increase populations must 

be targeted at migrants from external sources – from Perth, from interstate and from 

overseas. Simply increasing the level of churn between regions within the State will not support 

long-term regional population growth. 

 

Stepped migration pathways 

Step migration is the sequential process of moving directly between different levels of 

regional living; that is, from urban to inner regional, then inner regional to outer regional, and 

then from outer regional to remote areas (and vice versa). While 95 percent of 10,881 cases 

in selected regions in Western Australia1 moved directly from Perth to those regions, the 

remaining five percent did have a stepped migration pathway. 

 

This pathway occurred mostly for people moving to the Pilbara region via the peri-urban Peel 

region. In contrast, stepped pathways to the South West and Great Southern regions were 

more likely to occur via a mining region. While these findings are consistent with evidence of a 

trend in the USA for people to make direct shifts from metropolitan to more remote living2, 

limitations in the Western Australia case study data do restrict full comparability. As stepped 

migration is a little studied area, additional research using a longitudinal data source may 

provide greater insight into patterns and potential drivers of change. 
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Factors in regional growth 

This research identifies a number of ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors contributing to regional population 

change in Western Australia: 

 Increased employment availability; 

 Life course decision making and access to supports and services; 

 Specific local attractors matched to needs and wants; and 

 Familiarity with regional living. 

One or a combination of these factors can strongly influence decision-making about making a 

move to, or from, a regional location. Although the level of influence of these factors varies 

across different demographic groups and different regions. 

 

Growth in demand for regional workers 

Employment has been a core driver of regional population growth in Western Australia. 

Growth in demand for a regional workforce influences regional population growth in two 

ways – as an escalator and as an enabler. Opportunities to advance careers, enter a new 

industry and/or improve earning ability are often available in regional areas, particularly in 

high growth areas such as the resources industry, and work to attract people to a region who 

would not necessarily have considered such a move previously. Similarly, growth in regional 

employment also works as an enabler to allow people to move to, or to continue to live in, 

regional areas. This is particularly apparent in LDC work with additional direct flights from 

regional communities to mine sites working as a stimulus to population growth in source areas. 

 

Life-course transitions 

Life-course decision making is a critical factor behind some mobility between regional areas 

and the Perth metropolitan area. People often move in response to ‘push’ or ‘pull’ factors 

generated by family transition points and their changing needs for access to different services 

or supports. Such decisions may include starting a family, children going to high school or 

university, partnership formation or dissolution, or approaching retirement age. Regional 

development strategies need to focus on the attractors which can meet the needs of people at 

different transition points, including community connectedness, safety, and availability of 

services. 

 

 

 

 

Working age people are vital for 

growing regional economies 
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Local attractors 

Individual locations also have specific attractors, which are desirable to particular groups of 

people, such as: 

 Large lifestyle blocks in natural bush locations which appeal to tree-changers; 

 Over 55s accommodation in coastal locations which appeals to retirees with a desire 

for a sea-change; 

 A development of hobby farm blocks in a peri-urban areas which appeals to more 

affluent commuters wanting a couple of acres with chooks and a pony for the kids; or  

 Access to affordable housing, as people who are first homebuyers or priced out of an 

area may choose to look in a regional location where a similar house may be cheaper. 

 

Familiarity factor 

Evidence from the data analysed in this paper and review of the literature suggests that the 

majority of people who are more likely to choose regional living are those who already have 

a degree of familiarity with regional living. Interestingly, there now seems to be different 

ways of obtaining that familiarity through: 

 Childhood experience, i.e. childhood home location or visits to other relatives; 

 Knowing someone who has moved, e.g. friends, neighbours or family members; 

 Previous holidays in the region; or 

 Previous work visits to the region. 

There is some emerging evidence, particularly from overseas, of the growing role that the 

media plays in making regional living more familiar to viewers. This is particularly evident in 

television programs that focus on city people choosing to live in regional locations, both 

fictional series such as SeaChange and ‘reality’ lifestyle shows such as River Cottage or 

Gourmet Farmer. Such coverage can both inspire a desire to move to a region and/or provide 

insight on ways to make that move achievable. 

 

 

 

 

Being part of a connected community is 

an attractor for regional living  
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Implications for regions and government 
While it is possible to set broad ambitions and goals at a State level for regional populations, 

this research emphasises the regionally specific nature of population trends and the uneven 

patterns in population change that exist in Western Australia. 

 

It is also important not to overstate the extent to which regions and governments can control 

the trends outlined in this report. In most cases, the population trends outlined here reflect the 

influence of global and national economic conditions in regional Western Australia, the 

associated evolution in industry demand for workers, and the ebb and flow of social 

preferences which influence where people choose to live. 

 

These larger forces will remain the key drivers of population change in the future. Effective 

regional strategies are likely to be those that understand these trends and how they are likely 

to shift over time. 

 

The trends in Western Australia’s regional population also emphasise that population focused 

strategies should be secondary to, or a part of, effective growth and development strategies 

for regions and regional cities. Maximising employment opportunities in regions, while 

enhancing the key attractors for prospective migrants is the surest way to facilitate population 

growth. 

 

For regions where growth has been strong, such as the peri-urban and nearby coastal areas 

of Western Australia, a consistent, effective, and future-focused planning approach by local 

and state government is crucial. While growth is most likely to occur because of the 

combination of factors, it must be managed in a way that does not undermine the factors that 

attract people to an area. Regional prospects for population growth are likely to be 

improved by addressing the needs and wants of existing residents and also prospective 

migrant groups. This includes factors such as access to employment and education, retail and 

leisure amenities, and better transport and communications connectivity. 

 

The challenge for regions who are currently heavily dependent on the resources industry is to 

be prepared to manage future pathways of growth, stability or decline in population. Many 

regions are expected to experience a consolidation phase in the coming years due to the shift 

from construction phase to an operational phase for many large resource projects, but each 

population scenario is possible and needs to be prepared for. Potentially rapid changes to 

workforce structure have a substantial impact on local economies and the drivers of such 

change are beyond the control of any level of government. The impacts of global market 

trends are a significant challenge for policy makers and regional leaders, but also something 

that is not new for Western Australia. 

 

The importance of strategies to retain existing regional residents should also not be 

understated, despite an understandable tendency for regions to focus on growth opportunities. 

This is particularly important in the more remote mining regions which have a large population 
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churn. It is also vital for inland areas whose populations may have stabilised in recent years, 

but still remain vulnerable to further population loss. 

 

While employment availability is a critical enabler of a shift to regional living, lifestyle 

opportunities, affordable housing, infrastructure (particularly transport connectivity), and 

availability of services are all identified factors of influence that also assist in retaining 

existing residents.  

 

Infrastructure and services policies are crucial here and will also support population growth. 

Nonetheless, the indirect nature of these relationships and their subservience to larger 

economic and social forces make their influence on population challenging to predict and 

measure. 

 

Regions can also influence the shape and composition of their future populations. To enhance 

the positive impact of factors outside of employment, regions can seek to match local 

attractors to the demographic groups who find them attractive in any efforts to market a 

region to prospective residents.  

 

Building a positive community culture of long-term commitment to living in a region is also 

essential to retaining and building population over time. These community driven factors are 

not something which can be readily facilitated by anything other than local initiative and 

passion. 

 

This work has looked in detail at population trends, but there are areas of additional work 

that would likely assist regions and the Western Australian Government in developing 

economic development plans that include achievable population goals and effective 

strategies. These include: 

1. Research to identify additional attractors, motivators and barriers to regional 

employment, business development and investment matched to specific demographic 

groups; 

2. Research to better examine the experiences of new migrants from city to regional 

areas, understand successful adaptation strategies and encourage long-term retention 

rates; 

3. Longitudinal research to track the movements of people into and out of regional 

areas, mapped against factors such as life-course, employment and family structure; 

and 

4. Identification of ways to attract and retain interstate and international migrants to 

regional areas. 

 
 
 
FOR FURTHER INFORMATION AND DETAILED DATA SUPPORTING THE STATEMENTS IN THIS SUMMARY, PLEASE 
SEE THE FULL REPORT AVAILABLE FROM THE REGIONAL AUSTRALIA INSTITUTE 
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Contacts and further information 

To discuss this research report please contact: 

 

Su McCluskey 

Chief Executive Officer 

Regional Australia Institute (RAI) 

su.mccluskey@regionalaustralia.org.au  

(02) 6260 3733 

 

PO Box 896 

Canberra ACT 2601 

 

Further information on the work of the RAI can be found at www.regionalaustralia.org.au  
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