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Crisis or Opportunity? 
  

Combatting Urban Sprawl and Rural Decline with Immigration 
 
Australian cities are struggling to cope with an ever-growing population, from an inadequate 
supply of affordable housing despite increased supply, to a lack of a comprehensive legislative 
plan to manage sustainable growth. At the same time as we are seeing increased traffic 
congestion, shrinking school capacity, and increasingly pressured public transport systems in 
our capitals that are inextricably tied to sustained population growth1, small rural 
communities are struggling to fill school enrolments and labour shortages2. Despite a negative 
fertility rate of 1.9 children per couple3, relatively high international migration rates4 have 
resulted in Australia having the third-highest population growth rate in the OECD5, revealing 
that our state and federal governments have an inexorable imperative to ensure that our 
exceptional living standards continue to be maintained despite inflating pressure on our 
centralised public amenities6. By ensuring that city development is constrained within urban 
boundaries, expanding regional centres are provided with necessary services and 
infrastructure, and small rural communities are sustained by resettlement of skilled migrants7, 
we can prevent growth for the sake of growth, which, as coined by author Edward Abbey, is 
“the ideology of a cancer cell”8. Population growth, while fundamentally unavoidable, can be 
controlled and sustainably managed to deliver vital social, economic, and environmental 
benefits not only to new residents, but also to all Australians. 
 
The factors leading up to both rural collapse and population inflation must be assessed so as 
to understand how to deftly manage these “crises”, or rather, disguised opportunities. 
Immigration is the largest component of population growth9, and despite being continually 
used as a political football by both sides of politics since the early days of the bipartisan 

                                                
 1 Knight, B 2018, ‘'We've done an abysmal job': Australia is struggling to handle its swelling population’, 
ABC, 14 March, accessed 3 June 2018, <http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-12/australia-is-struggling-to-
handle-its-swelling-population/9535116>.  
 2 Longstaff, E 2017, ‘Migrants are stopping regional areas from shrinking’, The Conversation, 30 May, 
accessed 3 June 2018, <https://theconversation.com/migrants-are-stopping-regional-areas-from-shrinking-
80740>.  
 3 Australian Institute of Family Studies 2008, Fertility and family policy in Australia, accessed 21 June 
2018, <https://aifs.gov.au/publications/fertility-and-family-policy-australia/2-fertility-rates-demographic-
structure-and>.  
 4 Australian Bureau of Statistics 2017, Australian Demographic Statistics, Dec 2017, cat. no. 3101.0, ABS, 
Canberra, accessed 11 June 2018, 
<http://abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/productsbyCatalogue/D56C4A3E41586764CA2581A70015893E?Op
enDocument>.  
 5 OECD (2016), “Total Population”, OECD Factbook 2015-2016: Economic, Environmental and Social 
Statistics, OECD Publishing, Paris p. 2 
 6 Krockenberger, M 2015, Population growth in Australia, The Australia Institute, pdf, accessed 11 June 
2018, <www.tai.org.au/sites/defualt/files/Population%20Paper%20FINAL.pdf>. pp.3-4, 19 
 7 J Phillips and H Spinks 2012, Skilled migration: temporary and permanent flows to Australia, Background 
note, Parliamentary Library, Parliament of Australia, Canberra, accessed 30 May 2018, 
<https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BN/2012-
2013/SkilledMigration>. 
 8Abbey, E 1991, The Journey Home: Some Words in the Defense of the American West, Penguin Group, 
Ringwood.  
 9 Krockenberger, M 2015, Population growth in Australia, The Australia Institute, pdf, accessed 11 June 
2018, <www.tai.org.au/sites/defualt/files/Population%20Paper%20FINAL.pdf>. p.6 
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Immigration Restriction Act (colloquially known as the “White Australia Policy”)10, the 
necessity of ensuring a sustainable labour supply from overseas is frequently glossed over.  
 
Foreign-sourced physical capital sustains Australian industries that locals either don’t have the 
skillset for are unwilling to work in (such as aged care or allied health)11, and national inflow 
has been encouraged via a variety of government-issued working visas12. In turn, this has 
resulted in a tenfold increase in skilled migration since the mid-1980s, from 10,000 
immigrants to more than 110,00013. Contrary to popular, if diminishing, misconceptions, 
migrants have a higher participation rate than the national average (77% compared to 
65%)14. Overall, government reports have consistently found that immigrants contribute 
more in taxation revenue than they consume in government services15. An expanding 
workforce allows Australia to increase its economic output via increased economies of scale16, 
and (theoretically) improve our national wellbeing. However, immigration has tended to 
result in an inflating population within a concentrated urban area17, which raises the problem 
of how to sustainably grow our population without imperilling our economic prosperity. 
Political opinion on how to address this question has been divided, even within parties, with 
the Rudd Labor government having hailed a “Big Australia”18, while the successive Gillard 
Labor government advocated for more “cautious” levels of immigration19. 
 
Nevertheless, population growth in one form or another is inevitable, and managing this 
continuous growth presents substantial challenges to our socio-political system, not least 
because of the pressure it places on already stretched services and infrastructure. 
Densification of inner-city areas and continued urban sprawl, while a popular policy of some 
administrations, namely the former Napthine Liberal government in Victoria, has proven to 
be deleterious to living standards20. Urban fringes are forced to cope with marked increases in 
population despite lacking essential services including (but not limited to) schools, hospitals, 
                                                
 10 Immigration Restriction Act 1901 (Cwth).  
 11 J Phillips and H Spinks 2012, Skilled migration: temporary and permanent flows to Australia, 
Background note, Parliamentary Library, Parliament of Australia, Canberra, accessed 30 May 2018, 
<https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BN/2012-
2013/SkilledMigration>. 
 12 Department of Home Affairs n.d., Workers, Australian Government, Canberra, accessed 21 June 2018, 
<https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/Trav/Work/Work>.  
 13 J Phillips, M Klapdor & J Simon-Davies 2012, Migration to Australia since Federation: a guide to the 
statistics, Background note, Parliamentary Library, Parliament of Australia, Canberra, accessed 30 May 2018, 
<https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BN/1011/
MigrationPopulation>.  
 14 Australian Bureau of Statistics 2017, Characteristics of Recent Migrants, cat. no. 6250.0, ABS, Canberra, 
accessed 23 June 2018, <http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/6250.0>.  
 15 The Treasury, Department of Home Affairs 2018, Shaping a Nation, Canberra, accessed 23 June 2018, 
<https://cdn.tspace.gov.au/uploads/sites/107/2018/04/Shaping-a-Nation-1.pdf>.  
 16 Carvalho, P 2015, ‘Why migrants may be our greatest economic asset’, ABC, 21 April, accessed 13 June 
2018, <http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-04-21/carvalho-why-migrants-may-be-our-greatest-economic-
asset/6409042>.  
 17 Infrastructure Australia 2015, Population Estimates and Projections, accessed 21 June 2018, 
<http://infrastructureaustralia.gov.au/policy-publications/publications/files/Background-paper-on-demographic-
projections.pdf pp.21-25 
 18 ‘Rudd welcomes 'big Australia'’ 2009, ABC, 23 October, accessed 23 June 2018, 
<http://www.abc.net.au/news/2009-10-23/rudd-welcomes-big-australia/1113752>.  
 19 PM - Bob Carr supports Gillard's move away from Big Australia 2010, radio program, ABC Radio, 
Sydney, 22 July.  
 20 Derkley, K 2014, ‘Reform locks up our suburbs’, The Age, 15 June, accessed 23 June 2018, 
<https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/reform-locks-up-our-suburbs-20140614-3a4l4.html>.  
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and public transportation, while city amenities are unable to expand to meet growing 
demand due to space restraints21. Furthermore, the environmental effects of unmitigated 
suburb growth are also profound. While it has been the growth in the number of consumers 
(rather than urbanisation) that has directly contributed to the increased emission of 
greenhouse gases22, land loss, habitat loss, and reduction in biodiversity have all been direct 
consequences of unregulated urban sprawl23. The services that are established to facilitate this 
growth further multiply the effects of environmental degradation24. Damage to native 
ecosystems further accelerates the enhanced greenhouse gas effect as carbon sinks, such as 
forests and mangroves, are built over, increasing the amount of carbon dioxide released into 
the atmosphere25 and heightening the risks presented by climate change. Consequently, this 
results in further international displacement via reduction of habitable land through rising sea 
levels and extreme weather events, thus increasing immigration and again placing further 
population pressures on cities. This destructive ouroboros has been encouraged by successive 
governments’ urban planning strategies, or lack thereof. To resolve this political impasse 
between proponents of sprawling growth and “clamped down” immigration26, our regional 
centres and rural townships must be considered as an alternative to cities to sustain our 
increasing population.  
 
While rural decline is sometimes perceived to be a contemporary issue, the roots of falling 
regional employment and population can be traced back to the mid-19th century, where large 
pastoral estates that supported vital agricultural industries, namely wool and other 
commodities, provided both employment and goods to country towns27. Amidst a post-
recession economic and technological boom, subsequent state administrations initiated closer 
settlement schemes, such as the Turner Liberal government’s Land Act of 189828, which 
permitted the acquisition of pastoral land and distribution of these as farm allotments29.  
 
As the number of small holdings increased, so did the size of regional settlements, which were 
essential in linking food production with city markets. Under post-World War 1 soldier 
resettlement schemes, more than 9 million acres of land were transferred to small holdings, 
equivalent to half the size of Tasmania30; however, cracks had already begun to emerge in the 

                                                
 21 Infrastructure Australia 2016, Australian Infrastructure Plan: Priorities and reforms for our nation’s 
future, accessed 11 June 2018, <infrastructureaustralia.gov.au/policy-
publications/publications/files/Australian_Infrastructure_Plan.pdf>. pp.4-8 
 22 Satterthwaite, D 2009, ‘The implications of population growth and urbanization for climate change’, 
Environment and Urbanisation, vol. 21, no. 2, pp. 545-567, accessed 21 June 2018, SAGE Journals, Sage 
Publications.  
 23 Czech, B, Krausman, PR & Devers, PK 2000, ‘Economic Associations among Causes of Species 
Endangerment in the United States: Associations among causes of species endangerment in the United States 
reflect the integration of economic sectors, supporting the theory and evidence that economic growth proceeds 
at the competitive exclusion of nonhuman species in the aggregate’, BioScience, vol. 50, no. 7, 1 July, pp. 593-
594, accessed 23 June 2018, Oxford Academic, Oxford University Press.  
 24 Ibid, pp. 569-597 
 25 Department of Climate Change 2010, The Garnaut Climate Change Review, Canberra, accessed 21 June 
2018, <http://www.garnautreview.org.au/index.htm>. pp.33-37 
 26 ‘Rudd welcomes 'big Australia'’ 2009, ABC, 23 October, accessed 23 June 2018, 
<http://www.abc.net.au/news/2009-10-23/rudd-welcomes-big-australia/1113752>. 
 27 Davison, G & Brodie, M 2005, Struggle Country: The Rural Ideal, Monash University ePress, Melbourne 
p.10 
 28 Land Act 1898 (Vic) 
 29 Public Record Office Victoria 2012, Closer Settlement and Soldier Settlement Land Records, Victorian 
Government, North Melbourne, accessed 23 June 2018, 
<http://wiki.prov.vic.gov.au/index.php/Closer_Settlement_and_Soldier_Settlement_Land_Records>.  
 30 Australian Bureau of Statistics 1925, Year Book Australia, 1925, cat. no. 1301.0, ABS,  
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veneer of bucolic success.                   
 
Attempts to improve intensification of farmland were only moderately effective, and small-
scale farms were no longer economically viable, particularly after the Great Depression 
reduced demand for Australian agricultural exports31. As such, pastoral land became 
increasingly aggregated, and unsuccessful farmers were forced to seek work in suburban 
areas32. Finally, after highways and train lines spread across rural Australia in the 1950’s, 
growing regional cities, such as Shepparton, Dubbo, and Cairns, were extensively developed 
at the expensive of smaller surrounding towns33, trends that continues to this day. Horsham, 
in Victoria’s Wimmera, has seen its population grow by 10% over the past 20 years, while its 
surrounding municipalities have all shrunk over the same time period34, largely driven by an 
exodus of young people35. Combine with less-labour intensive farm operations and increased 
international agricultural trade liberalisation, population decline has been the driving force 
behind rural collapse. 
 
The future outlook for our cities and regions are dire: while outer-suburban areas are 
experiencing the brunt of population growth, such as a 27.4% increase in Cranbourne East, 
small, remote rural communities are experiencing a gradual decline, particularly in Western 
Victoria and Central Queensland36. While it is audacious to suggest that there is a panacea 
that can heal all the issues of population growth, a potential resolution of these multifaceted, 
complex crises could involve a comparably straightforward scheme: to encourage 
resettlement of foreign migrants in rural communities to mitigate unsustainable urban sprawl 
and prevent rural decline37. Currently, half of all new migrants either reside in Sydney or 
Melbourne38, capital cities struggling to contain population growth. Simultaneously, current 
demographic trends indicate that many rural communities suffer from a lack of employees 
rather than employment39. This has been partially spurred by country towns’ 
underrepresentation in migrant resettlements: despite having one-third of the national 

                                                
Canberra, accessed 13 June 2018, 
<http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/featurearticlesbyCatalogue/72BB159FA215052FCA2569DE00
20331D?OpenDocument> 
 31 Public Record Office Victoria 2012, Closer Settlement and Soldier Settlement Land Records, Victorian 
Government, North Melbourne, accessed 23 June 2018, 
<http://wiki.prov.vic.gov.au/index.php/Closer_Settlement_and_Soldier_Settlement_Land_Records>. 
 32 Davison, G & Brodie, M 2005, Struggle Country: The Rural Ideal, Monash University ePress, Melbourne 
p.10 
 33 Ibid 
 34 Salt, B 2013, ‘Hard truth of rural population shift has a spongy centre’, The Australian, 24 October, 
accessed 16 June 2018, <https://www.theaustralian.com.au/business/opinion/hard-truth-of-rural-population-
shift-has-a-spongy-centre/news-story/768e378f0b7055752efe6eb2b3a7e812>  
 35 Australian Bureau of Statistics 1995, Year Book Australia, 1995, cat. no. 1301.0, ABS, Canberra, 
accessed 23 June 2018, 
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/0/DA21C7DB51B68183CA2570FF001A3D38  
 36 Australian Bureau of Statistics 2018, Regional Population Growth, Australia, 2016-17, cat. no. 3218.0, 
ABS, Canberra, accessed 19 June 2018, <http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/3218.0> 
 37 Locke, S & Hoffman, L 2018, ‘More Migrants and refugees stem population decline in regional areas’, 
ABC, 18 March, accessed 21 June 2018, <http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-18/international-refugees-
migrants-saving-local-towns/9508586>   
 38 Australian Bureau of Statistics 2014, Australian Social Trends, cat. no. 4102.0, ABS, Canberra, accessed 
21 June 2018, 
<http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Latestproducts/4102.0Media%20Release12014?opendocument&tabn
ame=Summary&prodno=4102.0&issue=2014&num=&view=>   
 39 Australian Bureau of Statistics 2016, Labour Force Status (LFSP), cat. no. 2901.0, ABS, Canberra, 
accessed 11 June 2018, <http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/2901.0Chapter38602016>.  
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population, regional and rural communities receive only one-fifth of new migrant arrivals40. 
By resettling migrants and asylum seekers in these shrinking rural towns where labour supply 
is scarce, previously declining local industries can be strengthened by both the skills new 
workers bring41 and the stability of the labour force, as opposed to increasingly itinerant 
backpackers. As rural communities tend to have an older age demographic due to the 
emigration of young adults42, resettling foreign migrants, who are typically young, 
professional and have families43, will revitalise these dormant townships and stimulate local 
and regional economies44. Not only does decentralised regional immigration bring labour, but 
also results in a Keynesian multiplier effect: Increased demand for goods and services from a 
growing population results in new employment opportunities45. This provides long-term 
economic and employment stability to regional areas that are in desperate need of sustainable 
growth. Regional centres allow for specialisation in particular fields, with Noosa’s allied 
health sector and Wagga Wagga’s tertiary education industry cases in point46, thus further 
ensuring long-term economic prosperity. In return, new residents are not only offered 
employment opportunities, but also a sense of community, encouraging long-term residence 
in regional areas.  
 
Already, several rural municipalities have utilised external migration as a proven means to 
raise labour resources and sustain socioeconomic growth47. Pyramid Hill in North-Western 
Victoria has seen school enrolments rise along with labour force numbers as skilled Filipino 
workers bring families into a town that nearly halved in population since the 1960s48. In the 
Wimmera, Karen refugees from Myanmar have added $40 million and 70 jobs to the Nhill 
economy, while providing meaningful, sustainable employment to more than 160 new 
immigrants49. 
 

                                                
 40 Longstaff, E 2017, ‘Migrants are stopping regional areas from shrinking’, The Conversation, 11 July, 
accessed 24 June 2018, <https://theconversation.com/migrants-are-stopping-regional-areas-from-shrinking-
80740>.  
 41 Australian Bureau of Statistics 2017, Characteristics of Recent Migrants, cat. no. 6250.0, ABS, Canberra, 
accessed 23 June 2018, <http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/6250.0>.  
 42 Australian Bureau of Statistics 1995, Year Book Australia, 1995, cat. no. 1301.0, ABS, Canberra, 
accessed 23 June 2018, 
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/0/DA21C7DB51B68183CA2570FF001A3D38  
 43 Australian Bureau of Statistics 2017, Characteristics of Recent Migrants, cat. no. 6250.0, ABS, Canberra, 
accessed 23 June 2018, <http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/6250.0> 
 44 Ferguson, A 2018, ‘Australia’s Immigration Solution: Small-Town Living’, New York Times, 21 May, 
accessed 29 May 2018, <https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/21/world/australia/immigration-
philippines.html?hp&action=click&pgtype=Homepage&clickSource=story-heading&module=mini-
moth®ion=top-stories-below&WT.nav=top-stories-below> 
 45 A, R 2016, ‘What is the Keynesian multiplier?’, The Economist, 8 September, accessed 22 June 2018, 
<https://www.economist.com/the-economist-explains/2016/09/07/what-is-the-keynesian-multiplier>.  
 46 Blueprint for Investing in City Deals 2017, Regional Australia Institute, Centre for Cities, pdf, accessed 
21 June 2018, <http://www.regionalaustralia.org.au/home/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Blueprint-for-Investing-
in-City-Deals_Report.pdf>.  
 47 Baidawi, A 2018, ‘Australian Government Acknowledges Immigrants Are Boon to Economy’, New York 
Times, 17 April, accessed 23 June 2018, <https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/17/world/australia/immigration-
economy-report.html> 
 48 Ferguson, A 2018, ‘Australia’s Immigration Solution: Small-Town Living’, New York Times, 21 May, 
accessed 29 May 2018, <https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/21/world/australia/immigration-
philippines.html?hp&action=click&pgtype=Homepage&clickSource=story-heading&module=mini-
moth®ion=top-stories-below&WT.nav=top-stories-below> 
 49 Deloitte Access Economics, AMES Research and Policy 2015, Small towns, Big returns, accessed 23 
June 2018, <https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/economics/articles/small-towns-big-returns.html>.  
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Of course, there is the question of whether this proposal is an overly ambitious nostrum. 
Integrating migrant families with local residents has not been without tension, as seen recently 
when Tamworth Council refused to allow 5 Sudanese families to resettle, driven by 
misguided fears of them “taking [their] jobs”50. As such, to ensure adequate naturalisation, 
education and collaboration with rural communities in implementing these strategies is a 
necessity, as is continued expansion of services in growing regions, namely public transport, 
health and education. Unlike cities, regional centres and their surrounding communities don’t 
suffer from the lack of space that otherwise hinders the provision of amenities, and as such 
can more readily adapt to sudden changes in population. Already, large regional centres, such 
as Bundaberg and Mandurah, are well-equipped with public services, and as such are able to 
acclimatise to growth in rural municipalities in the region which are suffering from declining 
populations51. 
 
Simultaneously in our capital cities, the pressures of rapid population growth will be 
mitigated, no longer forcing short-sighted policy initiatives at the expense of future wellbeing 
and prosperity, such as unregulated urban sprawl. This can allow suburban areas to create 
long-term plans to adapt to slower, steadier population growth, markedly improving inter-
temporal efficiency, a key indicator of future quality of life. Looking into the coming decades, 
as fertility rates decrease and world population is projected to stabilise at around 9 billion 
people52 population growth pressures on our cities will in turn diminish. However, predicting 
the future is essentially conjecture, and we can’t afford to rely on private players to drive 
immigration resettlement redistribution. To continue to expand Australians’ wellbeing and 
status as a multicultural melting pot, we have to look beyond short-term urban expansion to 
stable rural and regional growth. Ultimately, we can rid the “cancer” of urban sprawl not 
only for the benefit of new residents, but for all Australians into our future and beyond. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
 50 Norrie, J 2006, ‘You're not welcome, town tells refugees’, Sydney Morning Herald, 15 December, 
accessed 23 June 2018, <https://www.smh.com.au/news/national/youre-not-welcome-town-tells-
refugees/2006/12/14/1165685828180.html>.  
 51 Blueprint for Investing in City Deals 2017, Regional Australia Institute, Centre for Cities, pdf, accessed 
21 June 2018, <http://www.regionalaustralia.org.au/home/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Blueprint-for-Investing-
in-City-Deals_Report.pdf>. 
 52 United Nations Department of Social and Economic Affairs 2004, WORLD POPULATION TO 2300, 
New York, accessed 23 June 2018, 
<www.un.org/esa/population/publications/longrange2/WorldPop2300final.pdf>. pp.4-5 
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