
New release  
– first Grange, now Towns in Time
Towns in Time is a compilation of detailed and local time 
series data of Victoria’s towns between 1981 and 2011.  
The topics covered include:

•	 population by age and sex 

•	 birthplace, language and indigenous status 

•	 family, household and dwelling characteristics

•	 employment, education and labour force status.

Towns are an important layer of census data that are used 
for a range of planning and service delivery purposes.  
With the enlargement of local government areas in regional 
Victoria in the early 1990s, the Department of Planning 
initiated Towns in Time. Census data was selected for each 
town, as defined in the 1996 census. Data for 1981, 1986 
and 1991 was then extracted for the same geographical 
area to produce a time series dataset on Victorian towns. 
Towns in Time was then updated following the publication 
of the 2001 and 2006 censuses. The 2011 census presented 
a new problem owing to the ABS’s introduction of a new 
geographical classification system. Exact town boundaries 
could not be matched to previous censuses. In most cases, 
however, few people were affected by boundary changes  
so comparisons are possible.

The need for time series data on towns has never been 
greater. Regional Victoria continues to be subjected 
to structural economic, social and demographic 
changes while making a major contribution to Victoria’s 
overall wellbeing. Changes do not occur evenly across 
Victoria. Some regions and towns are able to adapt to 
change better than others. Service providers, planners, 
businesses and the community want to know about 
how towns are changing. In recent times, the number of 
regional economic development strategies and regional 
development plans reflect the heightened level of interest 
in managing regional change.
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Towns in Time 2011 is now available at:

www.dtpli.vic.gov.au/towns-in-time

It includes the following:

1. pdfs and excel files with time series data for each town, 
in most cases 1981 to 2011. In some cases, where new 
towns have been defined, time series data are for a 
shorter period.

2. excel databases of town characteristics in 2011, 
2006 and 2001. These towns have been sorted into 
government regions in the Towns in Time database  
for regions.

3. an alphabetical index of towns with their DTPLI 
classification, their LGA and government region.

4. Towns Across the Border 2011. We have included 2011 
census data for towns in the Limestone Coast and 
Murray Mallee regions of South Australia and the Upper 
Murray region of NSW.

5. earlier 2001 and 2006 analysis reports of Towns in Time data. 

To assist people wanting to assess the comparability of 2011 
data with 2006 and earlier data, we have included a map, with 
each town pdf, showing the geographical boundaries of the 
2006 town and the 2011 town. 

Small towns present a particular problem as some towns with 
populations less than 200 are no longer separately identified 
by the ABS. Where there is a 2011 SA1 (the lowest level in 
the ABS geography) which corresponds to a town we have 
included it with an accompanying map showing 2006 and 2011 
boundaries. Where there is not an appropriate SA1, we have  
put in the mesh block data, but the range of mesh block data  
is very limited.

Data tell us a lot about change but there is also a qualitative 
side to change. Data can give the impression that some towns 
are not changing but in reality there is a dynamism to all towns 
as new people and their skills, experiences and ideas move in 
while others move out. “Seen one town...seen one town” was an 
expression used by one of our authors in a qualitative study of 
six towns that Spatial Analysis and Research undertook in 2005, 
revisiting the Study of Small Towns undertaken by Henshall 
Hansen and Associates for the Dept of Rural Affairs in 1987.  
Each of the 401 towns in Towns in Time has its own history, 
stories, and characters and consequently needs to see its future. 

How cities work 
How well homes and workplaces are connected is a core 
issue from several standpoints. For employees, it is about 
spending their valuable time on work and family rather 
than travelling. For employers it is about how well they 
can access the labour force and skills they need to operate 
their businesses. From a broader ‘macro’ perspective it 
is about the efficiency, productivity and competitiveness 
of a city and the contribution it makes to national wealth 
and wellbeing. Journey to work information from the 2011 
census enables us to look at how work force catchments 
operate on a small geographic scale. There are two aspects 
that can be examined. One is to pick a particular work 
location and map where people come from to work in that 
area. The other is to pick a residential area and observe 
where people go to work. Each of these dimensions 
provides different insights into the nature of the trade-offs 
people and businesses make. 

1: Where does Melbourne’s CBD workforce live?

The Melbourne Central Business District (CBD) is the single 
largest labour market in Victoria. The CBD draws on a work 
force from across Melbourne and beyond (see Figure 1), 
although there is a distinct pattern to its catchment. 

Large numbers of workers are drawn from the areas close 
to the CBD. As the distance from the CBD increases the 
number of people working in the CBD starts to decrease. 
There is also a difference between the west and east of the 
city. In the west, the intense part of the catchment (more 
than 30 people in an SA1 working in the CBD) extends only to 
recently gentrified areas of the inner west, such as Footscray, 
Kingsville, Seddon and Yarraville, whereas on the eastern 
side it extends well into the middle suburbs. However there 
are pockets in the growth areas to the west around Point 
Cook and Caroline Springs where significant numbers travel 
to the CBD for work. Some previous work has shown that 
these people have a similar socio-economic profile, such as 
education and income, to people living in the inner suburbs.

2: Where do Casey residents work? 

Casey is a large and rapidly growing growth area council in 
the south-east of Melbourne. On the face of it, more people 
live in Casey than there are jobs, however when using small 
area data (destination zones) a more detailed subregional 
work force catchment emerges. About 27 per cent of 
residents are employed in Casey. Many of these people are 
employed in service centres such as Fountain Gate (which 
has a large enclosed shopping centre, bulky goods sales 
and the local government offices), Berwick and Cranbourne 
as well as the industrial area in Hallam. Another 16 per cent 
work in the nearby industrial area in Dandenong South or 
in the Dandenong Central Activities Area. The other major 
locations of employment for the residents of Casey are the 
Monash–Clayton area while 6 per cent travel to the inner city. 
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The key word, however, is scatter. Most Casey residents do 
not travel en masse to one or two places or suburbs. Instead 
their journeys to work are to many places scattered across the 
south-eastern and eastern suburbs.

Why people have such different travel to work patterns can 

be attributed to a variety of factors such as social and family 
connections, meeting the location requirements of two-career 
households, qualifications and skills and cost of housing, 
among others. It all goes to show that cities are extraordinary 
complex creations and defy simple explanations

Source: ABS Census 2011

Figure 1:  
Residential 
locations of 
Melbourne’s CBD 
workforce, 2011

Figure 2:  
Employment 
locations of 
residents of the  
City of Casey, 2011



4

Spatial Analysis and Research Department of Transport, Planning and Local Infrastructure

Urban redevelopment case study: The Forrest Hill Precinct, South Yarra
Melbourne’s urban development pattern is changing. There 
is an increased emphasis on inner city development. The 
density of the inner city means vacant land is not readily 
available, so local governments have had to respond 
creatively to this demand and facilitate opportunities to re-
use existing areas. In 2005, Stonnington City Council adopted 
a structure plan to guide the redevelopment of one such area 
- the Forrest Hill Precinct - which was then a light industrial 
area of South Yarra (shown in Figure 3).

The plan was produced in response to strong interest from 
the development industry. The precinct enjoys excellent 
access to the CBD and a range of entertainment and 
amenities that is almost unparalleled in Melbourne. It is a 
desirable place to live and from a planning policy perspective 
it is considered a suitable location for high density living. 
Housing development in this area has consisted mostly of 
high-rise buildings of apartments of one or two bedrooms, as 
shown in Table 1.

Figure 3: Map of Forrest Hill Precinct

Census data shows that almost 600 dwellings were 
constructed in Forrest Hill between 1996 and 2011. Further 
to this, DTPLI’s Urban Development Program data, which 
tracks proposed residential development, identifies projects 
that would contain an additional 7,200 dwellings in the 
Forrest Hill Precinct and are planned to be developed within 
the next 10 years.

Detailed demographic data from the 2011 census is 
available for small areas known as SA1s. The Forrest Hill 
Precinct (plus a small area to the east of the precinct) is 
contained in a single SA1. Using this data, the demographic 
characteristics of residents of the Forrest Hill Precinct can 
be compared to those of the South Yarra - East Statistical 
Area Level 2 (SA2)*, the Stonnington local government area, 
and Victoria. A summary of the data referred to in this article 
is included in Table 1.

Professionals and managers between the ages of 20-34 
are over-represented in the precinct compared to the 
other areas featured. Most households are lone persons 
or couples without children, and household incomes tend 
to be high, although the proportion of households at the 
top of the income distribution is less than in South Yarra or 
Stonnington as a whole.

Residents of Forrest Hill are only 1.3 times more likely 
to have been born overseas than Victorians in general, 
however, they are 14 times more likely to have moved from 
overseas and arrived in the period between 1 January 2011 
and 9 August 2011 (the cut-off date for the 2011 census). 
Residents are also four times more likely to have been living 
interstate five years ago than Victorians in general. 

* A Statistical Area 2, which is also known as an SA2, is a 
statistical area used by the Australian Bureau of Statistics.  
The South Yarra – East SA2 contains Forrest Hill and most of 
the populated area of the suburb of South Yarra
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Table 1: Comparison: Forrest Hill (SA1-2113717), South Yarra - East SA2, Stonnington LGA, Victoria

Persons
Forrest Hill  

(%)
South Yarra – East 

(%)
Stonnington 

(%)
Victoria 

(%)

Persons living interstate 5 years ago 11 9 6 3

Persons living overseas 5 years ago 20 16 11 6

Managers 13 11 10 6

Professionals 29 26 21 11

Persons earning $65,000+ per year 40 32 29 14

Persons aged 20-34 45 44 31 21

Persons born overseas 33 32 29 26

Persons born overseas who arrived in Australia  
between 1 Jan 2011 - 9 August 2011  
(Part year until census collection date)

8 3 1 1

Households

Couple family with no children 29 26 25 24

Lone person households 36 35 30 22

Household income of $78,000 -$160,000 38 30 28 26

Dwellings

Flat, unit or apartment in a four or more storey 
block 89 31 11 3

Dwellings of 1 or 2 bedrooms 89 71 54 24

Source: ABS Census 2011

The Census data suggests that apartments in Forrest Hill 
attract young, childless, highly mobile professionals, who 
are often from overseas or interstate, and are attracted to 
convenient, low-maintenance dwellings with opportunities 
to enjoy the benefits of inner city living.

Given that Australia is seeing an increase in the number of 
single person and couple without children households, and 
Melbourne attracts a large number of temporary workers, 
skilled migrants, and international students, precincts such 
as Forrest Hill provide a type of dwelling for which there is 
likely to be continuing demand.

The young and the restless
Whether they are the ‘young and the 
restless’ or the ‘movers and shakers’, 
young adults are the most mobile sector 
of the population. Their migration 
behaviour can shape the future of a city. 
Victoria’s 20-34 year olds make up 21 
per cent of the population but at the 
local, regional or international levels, 
show the greatest propensity to move 
and seek new opportunities. At this age 
people are less likely to be tied down 

with family commitments or mortgages 
and are more likely to be seeking new 
lifestyles or career opportunities. In 
other words they can be, and mostly 
are, footloose and adventurous, and 
adapt (ie migrate) to carve out a career 
and life course. Their mobility and 
migration choices, however, have 
profound impacts on the regional 
demands for housing, infrastructure and 
services, both directly and indirectly.

The facts, garnered from the 2011 
census, are as follows: 20-34 year olds 
living in Victoria in 2011 accounted for:

•	 21% of Victoria’s population

•	 34% of the people that moved over 
the previous five years 

•	 53% of the people who were living 
overseas five years previously 

•	 40% of the people who were living 
interstate five years previously.
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As we have observed in previous issues of Research Matters 
(eg Research Matters issue 47), age-related movements of 
people within Victoria are quite consistent over time and 
help us model future population distributions. Regional 
Victoria consistently loses young adults to Melbourne but 
consistently gains all other age groups from Melbourne. 
Similarly there are net flows of young adults from outer 
Melbourne to inner Melbourne and from rural areas to 
regional cities. People choose to move from one place to 
another because they see it is to their advantage. In the case 
of young adults, cities, especially large ones, prove attractive 
for further education and job opportunities and for the 
cultural attractions of the ‘bright lights’.

The consequence is a distinctive spatial distribution to 
Victoria’s young adult population. They account for:

•	 14% of the population of rural Victoria

•	 18% of the population of the 10 regional cities

•	 23% of the population of metropolitan Melbourne

•	 41% of the population of inner Melbourne (the cities of 
Melbourne, Port Phillip and Yarra plus the Prahran part  
of the City of Stonnington). 

Figure 4: Net migration by age, inner Melbourne, 
1986-1991 and 2006-2011 
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Continuing strong migration among the ‘movers and 
shakers’ will prove to be a challenge for planners and policy 
makers. Within Melbourne, there is a shift in the established 
dwelling development pattern, as an increasing proportion 
of dwellings are constructed in inner Melbourne. There is 
strong demand to live in the inner city from the young adult 
cohort who make up many of the ‘long-term temporary’ 
migrants (eg students, business visa holders, working 
holidaymakers). A proportion of these newcomers will 
become permanent residents, and in time will seek family-
friendly housing options. Either this will come with a sharp 
rise in the number of families and children living in the inner 
city – or there will be pressure to intensify development 
in the middle-ring suburbs, where the suburban life-cycle 
sees many empty-nesters occupying single dwellings in 
desirable, well-serviced locations.

At the regional scale there is a risk that increasing 
migration flows could accentuate inter-regional economic 
differences. Two forces are at play. Firstly the demography: 
the different age structures of Melbourne and the regions, 
to an extent ‘lock in’ the demographic future. The 
population of regional Victoria is, and will continue to be, 
older than that of Melbourne. It is likely this disparity will 
only increase, as Melbourne ‘imports’ people in the young 
adult ages from many sources, regional Victoria ‘exports’ 
youth to Melbourne, and Melbourne sends retiring baby 
boomers to the regions. 

The other side of this coin is the economic story, which 
is by no means ‘locked in’ by demography. With an older 
population and shrinking overall labour force participation, 
regional Victoria faces the challenge to maintain economic 
activity, while its residents will need more services. At the 
same time there is an economic shift underway, with large 
cities exercising agglomeration economies to become the 
drivers of growth. In doing so, they attract more and more 
well-educated and innovative young adults from the regions 
and from overseas, potentially reinforcing the demographic 
and economic disparities.

The impacts are not uniform across regions, however. 
Geelong, in particular, has bucked the regional 
demographic trend and now, in net terms, retains its youth, 
and attracts new residents across all other age groups. 
Where other regions can similarly change the trend – or 
find new economic avenues within the likely demographic 
future, the story becomes one of opportunity rather than of 
threat. The federal government addressed these economic 
and demographic challenges in its three intergenerational 
reports (published in 2002, 2007 and 2010). However, the 
expected effects of continued strong young-adult migration 
suggest there may be different intergenerational stories in 
different regions.

Source: ABS Census 1991, 2011
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Victoria’s residential development hotspots
In its January 2013 Building Approvals release, the ABS 
provided data going back to July 2001 at the Statistical Area 
Level 2 (SA2) level. SA2s are small statistical areas used by 
the ABS that match closely to suburbs and towns. These 
data provide a finer level of geographic detail over a longer 
time period than has been available previously. The data 
record approvals for construction of all types of buildings, 
but this article will look only at dwelling approvals.

Building approvals data are compiled using information 
from the building authorities of the states and territories, 
which in Victoria’s case is the Building Commission. The 
data record the number of dwellings and the value of 
building for all construction projects for which building 
approval is granted (building approval is required for all but 
the most minor construction projects). Although a very 
small number of construction projects are approved but 
do not go ahead, approvals data provide an excellent early 
indicator of development and a useful time series, and are 
widely used by public and private organisations with an 
interest in housing production or economic activity.

It is now possible to identify which areas of Victoria have 
seen the highest levels of building activity over the past 11 
and a half years. Unsurprisingly, the most rapidly growing 
areas have been in the growth corridors on the fringe of 
Melbourne, with South Morang seeing approximately 15,000 
dwellings approved over this period. The inner city has 
also seen very rapid growth in dwellings, with Melbourne, 
Southbank and Docklands seeing particularly high growth.

The established middle ring suburbs generally saw lower 
levels of approvals, although some SA2s saw around 2000 
to 3000 dwellings approved over the period. DTPLI’s 
Housing Development Data show that many development 
projects in the middle ring suburbs involve the demolition 
of one or more dwellings and produce a relatively small 
number of dwellings; therefore the net increase in dwelling 
stock in these areas is likely to be well below the number  
of dwellings approved.

Outside of Melbourne, the SA2s with the highest number 
of dwelling approvals over this 11 and a half year period are 
mostly concentrated in regional centres that are relatively 
close to Melbourne. Figure 5 shows the five fastest growing 
SA2s from each of the areas discussed above.

Figure 5: SA2s with high numbers of Dwelling 
Approvals from July 2001 to December 2012
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Building Approvals data is released monthly, which makes 
it possible to look at trends in construction. Figure 6 shows 
the quarterly number of dwelling approvals in the three 
fastest growing SA2s in inner Melbourne and Melbourne’s 
growth areas. Dwelling Approvals in the inner city are very 
‘lumpy’, with sporadic approval of very large projects, while 
approvals in the growth areas are steadier. Note that the 
two charts are at different scales.

The inner city apartment market and the growth area 
housing market are both subject to business cycles. 
The inner city apartment market saw very high levels of 
production in the late 1990s and early 2000s, and is seeing 
an unprecedented boom in production at the moment. In 
the growth areas, the highest levels of production over the 
period were in the late 2000s.

For further information, see the ABS website. Historic data is 
included in the January 2013 data-cubes for SA2s and LGAs.
www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/8731.0
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Figure 6: Quarterly Dwelling Approvals in Selected SA2s
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Fly-In Fly-Out commuting:  
is it relevant to Victoria?
The term ‘Fly-In Fly-Out’ (FIFO) usually conjures images of 
large mining enterprises in the Pilbara who fly their workers in 
from Perth. So what relevance can it possibly have to Victoria? 

FIFO has come a long way since it emerged as a solution 
to remote area labour needs. The pattern of long distance 
commuting has expanded across the nation and across a 
number of industries, although mining remains the major user. 

In 2012, the town of Stawell, in western Victoria, faced 
the closure of their local gold mine. This prompted the 
local council to consider exploring the possibilities of FIFO 
to offer alternative employment opportunities for local 
workers. The Northern Grampians Shire initiated talks with 
mining companies in New South Wales, Tasmania and South 
Australia with a view to establishing flights to allow local 
people to work in those regions’ mines.

This example proved relevant 
to research undertaken in 
2012 by the then DPCD and 
DPI which investigated the 
impact of industry shocks 
on towns in regional Victoria 
(see Research Matters Issue 
62 for details). In a number 
of cases, commuting was 
a favoured alternative to 
out-migration. This enabled 
workers and their families 
to stay in their community, 
which had broader social 
benefits. The case of Stawell 
provides an interesting 
example of local government 

actively pursuing commuting options in the face of industry 
change. For this reason, the Spatial Analysis and Research 
team are planning to investigate Stawell as a case study 
in order to better understand the potential of FIFO as a 
response to industry closure.

The research project is underway with fieldwork undertaken in 
June and a report expected to be completed by September 
2013. Stay tuned for further information in the next edition 
of Research Matters.

Spatial Analysis and Research – 
what’s online
The Spatial Analysis and Research Branch is now part  
of the new Department of Transport, Planning and Local 
Infrastructure (DTPLI). All our products and bulletins are 
being translated to the new website (www.dtpli.vic.gov.au)  
– however, for the time being they remain available on  
the website of the former Department of Planning  
and Community Development (www.dpcd.vic.gov.au).

Whichever site you explore, you can find the following:

•	 two new interactive products - hover over the long-
term growth chart to see blurbs on the drivers of change 
at different points in Victoria’s history, or press play to 
activate the animated map of Melbourne’s changing 
house prices over time

•	 Towns in Time – the 2011 update of this valuable  
time series data product is now online. See a range  
of Census data at town level for Victoria, and now  
for cross-border regions

•	 The Victorian Population Bulletin – see the most recent 
(2011-12) official ABS population stats compiled for 
Victoria in the latest bulletin, or see the 20-year story 
of population change according to revised data for the 
period 1991 to 2011 (coming soon)

•	 Social Atlas of Melbourne and now Greater Geelong – 
view and download maps of census characteristics at  
a very fine scale (Statistical Area Level 1, or SA1).

The following website will take you directly to SAR’s 
products and data:

www.dtpli.vic.gov.au/research/urbanandregional

Project at a glance:
The project will be a 
qualitative case study  
of Fly-In Fly-Out (FIFO) 
opportunities which have 
recently been formally 
pursued in Victoria in 
response to changing 
economic circumstances, 
specifically the proposed 
closure of the Stawell  
gold mine.

Contact: Fiona McKenzie, 
Manager Regional Analysis.   
Ph. 9208 3695


