Speaking up for Regional Australia
SEGRA 2016 Communiqué

This year SEGRA celebrated 20 years of speaking up for regional Australia. In reflecting on past
themes and action agendas, a pessimist might say that the more things change the more they stay
the same. However in perusing many of the previous conference papers it is apparent that there
have in fact been significant shifts not just in the thinking underpinning regional economic
development but in the ways we go about business as organisations, individuals and collaborators.
This Communique addresses some of the key challenges of regional Australia: multiple overlapping
jurisdictions, conflicting social objectives and deep uncertainty about the future. Two key ideas
focused the discussion: the importance of quality planning to increase certainty and the importance
of the process that produced it to respond to the uncertainty.
The papers presented at this conference can be accessed at: http://2016.segra.com.au/resourcecentre/past-conferences/2016-conference-proceedings
The theme for SEGRA 2016 was Naturally Stronger Regions: realising the potential
Key action agendas:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Regional policy – Speaking up for Regional Australia
Diversity, specialisation and creativity – building resilience
Sustainability of land, water and community – a sense of place
Regional hubs and nodes – improving connectivity
Regions as providers of education, health and lifestyle services
Attracting investment to regions – finding funding partners
Sustainable industries – the regional advantage
Maximising Free Trade Agreements – ensuring your region is ready
Aviation and regional economies
Innovation, technology and entrepreneurship in regional Australia

Six unifying ideas emerged across the conference program:
•

•
•
•
•

Collaborative Governance
Entrepreneurship
Technology, innovation and connectivity
Economic futures
Natural Capital

Collaborative Governance
Operating in the 21st Century
Operating in the 21st Century means constantly creating new value for customers/ constituents.
However the meaning of value - economic and cultural has become more complex and uncertain,
driven by compressed attention span, self-interest, increasing recognition and acceptance of
diversity. Similarly, the concept of rational has become more contested as the understanding and
availability of information and misinformation is enabled through social media. This has particular
implications for markets but also for government as drivers of policy. How to deliver predictable,
stable, effective and consistent government policy, programs and services that are also flexible,
client centred and professionally driven has become a significant conundrum. The conference was
set in the context of the Regional Development Australia Forum and discussion about potential roles
and future activities of the RDA. The conditions and contexts of governance in the 21st Century are
vastly different from those that have gone before. It was particularly noted that local governments,
especially in more remote areas, have roles broader than that of enablers.
There was considerable discussion about the role of government to deliver against prudent public
expectations and how it could best facilitate innovation and unlock public sector talent in this space
and also their role in enabling communities to unlock investment capital.

Individualism and connectivity
Just as globalism was met by localism; individualism seems to be juxtaposed with overwhelming
requirements to operate in an ever increasingly connected world. In an age of rampant political and
social individualism it is also true that our lives as individuals are only possible through increasingly
complex relationships of collective efforts.

The leadership and governance challenges of relentless innovating, connecting multiple groups,
rapid movement and speedy decision making in the 21st Century organisation including stakeholder
engagement.
Conversations revolved around the:
•
•
•
•
•

Apparent individualism of entrepreneurs,
Need for group leaders who can drive change,
Changes required of organisations to flourish in the 21st century,
The impact of competitive government funding on collaboration, and
Learning to live with co-opetition and co-operation.

There was some discussion about the applicability of various policy process theories for managing
ambiguity, systems versus separate units of analysis, fluctuating attention, problematic preferences
and absence of an even short term state of equilibrium. The notions of advocacy coalition
frameworks where the policy subsystems are defined by a policy topic, territorial scope and the
actors directly or indirectly influencing the policy subsystems were also discussed.
Implications for practice emerging through these discussions included:
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

There are many models of collaboration and that these need to be appropriately matched to
the circumstances particularly in relation to where the decision making authority lies.
Purposefully creating different ‘coalitions of interest’ , reference groups, information
networks, communities of practice will in large part need some funding to deliver optimal
outcomes.
The importance of talking to each other and connecting communities in organisational.
Inter-agency and cross- jurisdictional contexts.
The potential for RDA’s and Local Government as coordinators of collaboration and multiagency alignment.
Recognising and actively planning for thinking and creative time.
Understanding the principles of deliberate innovation and design thinking and incorporating
them into organisational culture and structure.
Allowing stakeholders to take risks. (And in particular quickly recognising when things aren’t
working and designing new responses).

Community Diversity
A greater recognition of the range of complex human behaviour and motivation is demanding more
nuanced interactions between government and its citizens. These nuances are best recognised and
valued in communities that actively seek out, nurture and promote diversity on boards, committees
and management teams. There was a particular emphasis on drawing/retaining millennials in the

regions. This was the Winning Challenge for SEGRA 2016-17. More details about this challenge can
be found at http://2016.segra.com.au/program/segra-challenge
However, it was also stressed that leadership can emerge from anywhere.
Implications for practice emerging through these discussions included:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Providing scholarships to encourage younger people’s participation in the community (RDA’s
have awarded scholarships for 6 young people for the last two SEGRA).
Deliberate growing of a creative workforce, Bringing the artistic into the community.
Including creativity, design and thinking in KPI’s.
Conscious engagement of young people in leadership and entrepreneurship.
Targeting knowledge graduates when recruiting into regions.
Getting young people to ‘bounce back’ to regions. There were reported successes based on
regional internships and selective multi disciplinary post graduate projects in regional areas.
Actively engaging and welcoming ‘People unlike us’.
Actively creating opportunities for leadership to emerge outside the normal channels.

Entrepreneurship
SEGRA 2016 attracted a number of Entrepreneurs who gave keynote addresses and conducted
workshops. Troy Haines, the Space SEGRA 2015-16 challenge winner conducted an immersion
session on Building Entrepreneurial Ecosystems. Troy is nationally recognised for his work regional
Australia. There was a particular emphasis on the differences in entrepreneurship and start ups in
regional areas in comparison with highly urbanised areas. Charles Sturt University has provided
significant research support to this topic and papers are available at
http://2016.segra.com.au/segra-challenge/ - 2. SEGRA has also previously published on innovation
in regional Australia drawing on research and case examples to demonstrate the natural advantages
regional Australia has in this space. To order Regional Advantage and Innovation: Achieving
Australia’s National Outcomes by Susan Kinnear, Kate Charters, and Peter Vitartas (editors) please
contact info@segra.com.au.
Implications for practice emerging through these discussions included:
•
•
•
•
•

Recognising the differences in regional business for example scale ( usually SME’s) and
dependency of local economy
Actively promoting hubs and business hybrids
Actively seeking collaborative investment
Appreciating the critical role of supply chain in regional business
Taking every opportunity to catalyse entrepreneurs – big business grow from small
businesses.

Technology, innovation and connectivity
The NBN is much anticipated infrastructure for regional Australia that will be critical in opening
further economic opportunities, however it is not in itself a panacea. A number of other networks
e.g. AARNet and the opportunities they provide were presented. Technology also brings uncertainty
and increases the pace of change, however there is path dependency.
Much has been made of the importance of linking innovation and technology to research capacity
and vice versa. There was also considerable discussion of evidence and policy in the post truth era
and the role of universities in the ‘Impact‘agenda. This is a different discussion from the issues that
arise from information versus misinformation in social media, but rather looks at the issues of data
relevance due to lagging times and the balance of research knowledge and political imperative.

Some key messages for maximising technology, innovation and connectivity in terms of energy
included:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

A vision and belief that it can be done
Political will to initiate and deliver
Appropriate independent corporate entity to drive the initiative
Power purchasing agreements to guarantee cash flow
Suitable places to locate projects
Eclectic and open minds towards the technology mix to generate and store electricity
Identified collaborative/innovative PPP funding sources.

Implications for practice emerging through these discussions included:
•
•
•

Research organisations being more agile and responsive to gaps in understanding and
knowledge earlier.
Actively encouraging researchers to act local. SEGRA offers scholarships to emerging
academics to encourage and mentor regional research interest.
Appreciation of how research and evidence can inform policy rather than determine policy.

Economic Futures
Three key elements emerged during SEGRA 2016:
i.
ii.
iii.

i.

Living with uncertainty
Living with investment cycles in resource reigons
Financing regional business

Living with uncertainty

Regional Australia has a long tradition of innovation particularly in agriculture however the impact of
the increasing uncertainty brought about by macro issues ( water allocation, climate variability,
market and monetary trends) affecting their livelihood is having significant impacts on some sectors
of regional Australia productivity. The options to diversify and be agile are constrained for many
rural and regional enterprises as they are faced with the dubious choice of surfing or standing
against the waves of uncertainty.

ii.

Living with investment cycles in resource regions

Many regions have struggled with the transition to post mining construction phase and downturn in
the commodity prices. The unique issues associated with providing housing and the dramatic impact
of market forces on housing pricing is a particular planning challenge. There was considerable
discussion between regions about the various alternatives and hybrid models of accommodating
large short term workforces in impacted communities. There was also attention given to strategies
to maximise the well being of fly in /fly out or drive in /drive out workforces and their families.
Diversity of local economies is seen as one way of increasing regional robustness. In particular the
need to identify and peruse local value-adding opportunities within a region was identified.
Agriculture and food
There have been significant attitude shifts in Australia to support local food with a number of
regional cities looking more closely at the value add of food and fibre as a regional brand. The rapid
application of new water treatment and hydroponic technology has also opened opportunities for
local food hubs in conjunction with collaborative models of business. Again the role of research
partnerships was highlighted.
In recent years Australia has signed a number of high quality comprehensive fee trade agreements.
These have improved market access for goods, services and delivering more business and
investment opportunities. Alongside this has been an increasing focus on factors such as standard
professional qualifications intellectual property rights, tariff barriers and bio security. A key focus of

the conversations around free trade agreements related to where the benefits fall and how to
maximise the retention of benefits in regional Australia
Tourism
For a number of years, the emerging interest in geotourism has sparked a lot of interest with a
number of significant projects being considered by this cluster. Cultural and Indigenous tourism
were also featured at SEGRA 2016. The importance of place again coming to the fore and the
appetite of tourists for unique experiences and regions with unique attributes. The importance of
collaboration on branding and attraction was a recurring theme.
A word of caution
For some time there has been concern about the planning around regional settlement attraction.
Issues raised have included the two edged sword of development and disruption to current
lifestyles, the risks of further urbanisation of productive landscapes (especially in peri urban areas of
regional cities) and the over regulation and lack of harmonisation of regulation in many agricultural
endeavours. This latter issue is currently before the Productivity Commission.

iii.

Financing regional business

The issue of attracting investment into regional Australia has been gaining momentum at SEGRA for
a number of years, and a collaborative investment challenge arising from SEGRA 2013 is close to
finalising and trialling an ASIC compliant platform. The involvement of a number of successful
regional entrepreneurs at SEGRA 2016 has opened opportunities to expand understanding and
capacity amongst delegates in how to access wealth generating expertise, business investment and
industry value adding into regional Australia. These will be further progressed through out 2016/17
and reported back at SEGRA 2017
Implications for practice emerging through these discussions included:
•
•

•
•

•

Ongoing efforts to create regional branding highlighting unique regional attributes via a
single, consistent marketing effort.
Leveraging the successful examples of Indigenous economic development models
showcased at SEGRA to further economic development opportunities especially in remote
Australia.
Tracking tourists’ behaviour in terms of travel modes and means, recreational activities and
expenditure behaviours.
Actively developing agri-tourism, geo tourism, restoration tourism and Indigenous tourism.
Examples of the role of stories and the contextual narrative was featured and had some
useful transferrable learnings.
A greater emphasis on highly planned urbanisation of regional Australia with due regard to
the scale and footprint of settlements.

•
•
•
•

The importance of understanding and leveraging the current enthusiasm for locally sourced
product and emergence of food festivals and food hubs.
The value of food and fibre as part of a regional brand.
Active engagement of investors and business developers in regional Australia particularly in
catalyst infrastructure and value adding opportunities.
Implementing strategies to support and encourage the creative economy.

Economic participation and productivity
Over the last 50 years, as a result of innovation and technology there have been large changes in
the skill composition of employment, with consistent growth in employment of high-skill workers, a
large decline in the share of middle-skill workers and a smaller decline in low-skill workers.
Understanding and appreciating these trends at a place based scale was seen as critical as was the
imperative to improve the level of education participation and skills retention in regional
communities. The People’s Choice winner of the SEGRA 2016/17 Challenge directly addresses these
issues and together Deakin University and Bendigo Bank are facilitating local partnership with
leaders from industry, education, community and government to develop education and skills plans
that underpin regional growth and prosperity. The Challenge has already been piloted in the
Western Riverina and a number of regions intend conducting further demonstration projects into
2016/17. The outcomes will be presented at SEGRA 2017
The Winning Challenge for SEGRA 2016/17 was: How might we retain young talent in regions? Over
the next twelve months this Challenge Group will look at how to inspire, empower and harness the
passion that lies within millennials in the regions and enable them to be active participants in the
new and vibrant economy.

Implications for practice emerging through these discussions included:
•
•
•
•

Understanding and developing the abstract and creative thinking skills required for the
future regional workforce.
Understanding the different requirements for workforces with these skills and therefore
business structures.
Appreciating the likely career progressions for STEM living and working in regional Australia.
Identifying the middle order jobs in the field of technology and the skills required to fill
them.

Natural Capital
Since its inception SEGRA has been committed to integrated regional development and as such the
socio-ecological system has always been an important part of the SEGRA program. This year there
was a strong focus on systems thinking as a method for managing condition of ambiguity and
uncertain context and what governance models might systems theory propose. A number of case
studies by Natural Resource Management bodies highlighted the opportunities created by supra
regional collaborations. For a number of years SEGRA has been conducting a challenge on the
engagement of local communities in the implementation of the Murray Darling Basin Plan, working
collaboratively with the Murray Darling Association and local governments.
The SEGRA challenge on safe and secure domestic water for people living outside of town water has
gained considerable traction with a number of private public partnership opportunities emerging.
Again supra regional collaboration has been a feature of this initiative led by Etheridge Shire Council.
Also, it was recognised that we already have proven technology to store electricity chemically and
thermally. However, it was also acknowledged that we don’t yet have 24/7 at the decentralised
community scales in Australia. And that the technology used overseas for thermal storage was
developed in this country.
Conservation and environmental values can add considerably to the sense of place and regional
branding.

Implications for practice emerging through these discussions included:
•
•
•
•

Greater recognition of socio- ecological systems in policy agenda setting, scoping and scale.
Seizing the opportunities of the development of northern Australia to implement best
practice sustainable economic development.
Applications of digital technology to increase people’s understanding of local environments
as residents and tourists e.g. geotourism interpretive apps.
Minimising impacts of tourism through best practice eco tourism.

SEGRA would like to acknowledge and thank our sponsors for 2016

Join us for SEGRA 2017
Port Augusta, Upper Spencer Gulf, SA
18-20 October 2017
Call for speakers will open in late February, subscribe to our email list for updates.
For more information about SEGRA please visit www.segra.com.au. Contact Kate Charters on 0408882871

About SEGRA
SEGRA is recognised as Australia’s most credible independent voice on issues affecting regional
Australia.
SEGRA acts to provide end to end value to regional Australia using a systems approach to:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Raise the profile of regions as essential within Australia’s national outlook.
Empower regions to be responsible for their own destinies.
Identify ideas, regional issues and opportunities.
Influence policy by encouraging evidence based responses and supporting practice-based
research and projects.
5. Promote regional connectivity.

You can be involved through participation in
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/SEGRAau
LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/groups/3894242
Twitter: https://twitter.com/SEGRAau
YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCcA9yAKXi5HaKs6gYz2BMVQ/feed

Submitting articles for SEGRA Walks the Talk (copy deadline 15 each month). For more information
please contact info@segra.com.au

