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Acknowledgement  
of Country

The Department of Jobs, Precincts and Regions 
acknowledge the Traditional Owners of the lands 
and waters on which we live and work, and pay our 
respects to their Elders past, present and emerging.

We acknowledge that the Barwon Regional 
Partnership region is on traditional lands,  
including those lands of the Wadawurrung people 
and Eastern Maar Nations, as well as other 
Traditional Owner groups in Victoria who are  
not formally recognised.

We acknowledge the diversity of Aboriginal 
Victorians, their communities and cultures, the 
intrinsic connection to Country, the contribution  
and interest of Aboriginal people and organisations 
in developing a prosperous region. This Strategy  
is committed to advancing the principles of 
Aboriginal self-determination and supporting 
communities to realise self-determined economic 
development objectives. 
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Preface

Rural and regional Victoria is home 
to 1.6 million, or 1 in 4, of Victoria’s 
residents and over 147,000 businesses. 
The Victorian Government is committed 
to making Victoria home to the nation’s 
most vibrant and successful regional 
economies.  

The Department of Jobs, Precincts and 
Regions (DJPR) is delivering Regional Economic 
Development Strategies (REDS) for Victoria’s nine 
Regional Partnership regions. The REDS contribute 
to DJPR’s vision for regional Victoria to be a resilient 
and thriving place to live, work and do business. The 
REDS provide a consistent socioeconomic evidence 
base, and strategic framing of medium- to long-
term directions to activate economic development 
opportunities. 

The REDS seek to:

1.	 Identify a socioeconomic evidence base for the 
region, including demographics, business and 
industry dynamics, and local endowments that 
can be used by all stakeholders, and will provide 
a baseline for monitoring future performance.

2.	 Acknowledge and reveal the depth of work, 
analysis, and planning already in place in 
regions and create a mechanism to support 
and progress established regional directions, 
where supported by the current evidence base.

3.	 Harness and enhance the region’s comparative 
strengths as drivers of growth in the medium-  
to long-term.

4.	 Identify opportunities for public and  
private investment.

5.	 Influence and inform rural and regional 
economic policy and program design  
across government.

6.	 Support the prosperity and well-being of rural 
and regional Victoria through increased rural 
competitiveness and productivity.

The REDS do not replace existing local strategies. 
Rather, the REDS are informed by local work to 
identify economic development priorities and 
provide a platform to increase the visibility of these 
priorities and support regional communities to 
advocate for shared outcomes.  

How have the REDS been 
developed?

The REDS have been developed using a consistent 
methodology across the state, comprising:

•	 data analysis to consistently describe each 
region’s industry composition, economic and 
socioeconomic trends and existing regional 
endowments

•	 policy analysis to identify existing local 
strategies and plans to understand regional 
development priorities and shape an economic 
narrative for the region 

•	 stakeholder engagement to identify 
opportunities and challenges under each 
strategic direction.	

How can I use the REDS?

The REDS can be used by all levels of government, 
regional communities and business to coordinate 
investment and collaborate for shared outcomes.

DJPR will use the REDS to drive strategic whole-
of-government activity in the regions, informed 
by a contemporary understanding of economic 
performance and comparative advantage.

Regional communities and businesses can  
use the REDS to: 

•	 communicate innovative capacity in their 
region, now and in the future

•	 collaborate with government to better 
understand regional strengths, challenges and 
opportunities 

•	 attract investment to the region based on 
clearly identified strategic priorities. 

The REDS should be read in conjunction with the 
relevant REDS Supporting Analysis which provides 
the consistent evidence base for each region.  
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01 
Introduction

The Barwon Regional Economic 
Development Strategy (Barwon 
REDS) lays out the medium- to long-
term strategic directions for driving 
economic growth and development 
across the region.    

The Barwon Regional Partnership region (the 
region) is situated southwest of Melbourne, 
encompassing the local government areas of City 
of Greater Geelong, Surf Coast Shire, Colac Otway 
Shire and Borough of Queenscliffe. The region is 
home to Eastern Maar and Wadawurrung peoples, 
who are the recognised Traditional Owners that 
have lived, worked and cared for their Country and 
resources for many thousands of years.

The region spans diverse landscapes from the 
Great Ocean Road coastline to the streets of 
Victoria’s biggest regional city, Geelong. The 
southern border of the region forms part of the 
iconic south-eastern Australian coastline, extending 
from Cape Otway to the heads of Port Phillip 
Bay at Queenscliff. To the west of the region is a 
strong agricultural community centred around the 
industrial, commercial and service centre of Colac 
which is situated on the main highway that connects 
the region to the western parts of the state. To 
the north, the region borders the urban fringe of 
Melbourne with many parts of the region now within 
commuting distance of the state’s capital. The 
region’s economic narrative is one of diversity as 
it has navigated the transition from a traditional 
manufacturing base to a high-value manufacturing 
and a service sector-oriented economy.

Strategic directions 
The Barwon REDS explores the region’s unique socioeconomic context through comprehensive data analysis 
and policy review and defines five strategic directions:

1.
 

Accelerate the 
transition to new 
and high-value 
manufacturing 
opportunities

2.
 

Further the 
innovation and 
skills ecosystem 

3.
 

Realise the 
potential of the 
visitor economy

4.
 

Maximise the 
economic 
benefit from 
the expanding 
service-based 
sectors

5.
 

Build a 
sustainable and 
climate-resilient 
region.
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For each of the directions, the REDS provides: 

a rationale for its 
inclusion as part  
of the strategy

an overview of 
opportunities 
and challenges 
which are likely 
to support or 
hinder future 
growth

a summary of 
work underway 
and the policy 
context to 
support desired 
outcomes

the implication 
of the direction 
for the region’s 
Aboriginal 
communities

examples of how 
the direction 
could be 
activated.

The Barwon REDS recognises that approaches 
to regional development occur in an uncertain 
environment. While most of the analysis focuses 
on internal development drivers, it also considers 
the impact of, and opportunities emerging due to 
external trends, including the COVID-19 pandemic, 
patterns in global trade, a changing climate and 
technological change.

The Barwon REDS acknowledges that the Aboriginal 
communities within the region face unique 
challenges and opportunities, which are also 
reflected in the strategic directions.
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Regional readiness to activate 
strategic directions 
Continuous place-based business innovation 
and collaboration are key to building resilience 
and activating economic opportunities. The 2017 
designation of Geelong as a UNESCO City of 
Design has raised the international profile of the 
Geelong region and presents an opportunity for 
collaboration with the network of other design cities.

Some of the key institutions and projects that 
contribute to regional innovation include:

•	 ManuFutures, a purpose-built, advanced 
manufacturing innovation hub located in Deakin 
University’s Geelong Future Economy Precinct 
that is designed as an accelerator to support 
emerging Australian enterprises.

•	 The Pivot City Innovation District, located in the 
northern suburbs of Geelong – a 50,000sqm 
tech hub that supports over 50 organisations to 
collaborate and grow their businesses.

•	 The Advanced Fibre Cluster Geelong, an 
initiative of a group of highly innovative 
companies and organisations centred around 
Deakin University and the Geelong region, 
accelerating the growth of Australian advanced 
fibre and composites capabilities.

•	 Deakin University’s renewable energy microgrid 
provides education and training opportunities 
for energy professionals of the future as well as 
a touchpoint for community learning.

Local priorities and strategies 
The G21 - Geelong Region Alliance, a formal alliance 
of government, business and the community, is a 
key economic development organisation for the 
Barwon region. The G21 Geelong Region Plan – a 
sustainable growth strategy is the foundation of all 
G21 activities and projects. The plan looks towards 
2050 addressing the challenges and opportunities 
the G21 region will face in the areas of environment, 
settlement, land use, community strength and 
the economy. Companion documents to this plan 
include the G21 Regional Growth Plan, released 
in April 2013, and the G21 Economic Development 
Strategy adopted in 2014.

The Geelong Economic Futures report (2017) is 
another key strategy for the region that identifies 
five emerging economic opportunities for the 
region with strong credentials for attracting large-
scale investment and achieving economic growth. 
All three strategies have been relied upon as key 
information sources to inform the Barwon REDS.

The Barwon REDS also takes into consideration 
other state, regional and sub-regional policies 
and strategies as set out in the supporting 
documentation, including those developed  
by the Barwon Regional Partnership. 
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02 
Regional profile

Population growth in the region has been strong 
over the past decade and well above the regional 
Victorian average of 13.3 per cent. Growth is focused 
around the major socioeconomic and population 
hub of Geelong with the Surf Coast Shire also 
experiencing notable growth. 

The region is experiencing high levels of domestic 
migration from outside the region, especially into 
Greater Geelong, Queenscliffe and the southern 
parts of the Surf Coast. For these areas, there has 
been positive net internal migration across all age 
cohorts and an influx of residents aged between 
15-24 – which is well above the negative regional 
growth average for this cohort. This indicates 
that the region is attractive for young people 
looking for study or employment opportunities. 
There has also been a large population inflow for 
residents aged between 0-14 and 25-44 into the 
Surf Coast and Queenscliffe, far exceeding regional 
Victorian averages. This reflects the liveability of 
these locations and suitability for families seeking 
change but remaining in close proximity to the 
socioeconomic hubs and markets of Geelong  
and Melbourne. 

While there are strong demographic trends in the 
east of the region, Colac Otway Shire has seen 
subdued population growth and internal migration 
out of the region, especially in younger cohorts.

Local Government Area
Population1 

(2020)

Projected 
growth2  

(2021-36)

Geelong 264,900 32.8%

Surf 
Coast

34,800 30.5%

Colac  
Otway 21,700 3.3%

Queenscliffe 3,000 4.3%

	 $17.6	 Gross regional product (billion)  
		  (2020)

324,300	 Population (2020)

	 21.8%	 Population growth (2011-20)

	 40	 Median age (2020)

	 62.8%	 Working age (15-64) (2020) 

	 18.8%	 Population aged over 65 (2020)

	 1.0% 	 Are Aboriginal and/or  
		  Torres Strait Islander (2016)

	 10.0% 	 Speak a language other than  
		  English at home (2016)

	 16.3% 	 Were born overseas (2016)

1	 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021

2	 Victoria in Future 2020, Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning. The COVID pandemic has changed Victoria’s population pathway from 
near-record growth levels to population losses. However, Victoria’s regions appear to have experienced little disruption to growth patterns. Migration from 
Melbourne to the regions has been at record levels according to the latest ABS data, offsetting most regional losses to overseas or interstate. There remains 
considerable uncertainty around the distribution of the increased regional migration, and the permanence of this trend, but available evidence points to 
continuing regional growth. Data from the 2021 Census will be vital in determining the impacts on the strongest migration attractors (eg regional centres and 
peri-urban areas) versus those regions which may have experienced losses from the temporary migrant workforce. Given available information, the current 
projections remain fit for purpose for regional planning.
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Barwon

%

Regional 
average

%

Metro 
Melbourne

%

Unemployment 
rate3

(September 2021) 3.4 4.2 6.0

Labour force 
participation  
rate4

(2016) 61.9 60.9 65.8

Average annual 
employment 
growth5

(2011–20) 2.0 1.0 2.1

Table 1: Employment in largest employing industries by worker (2020) gender (2016)

Workers Male Female

Healthcare and social assistance 22,700 19.3% 80.7%

Retail trade 18,800 41.4% 58.6%

Construction 14,800 90.1% 9.9%

Education and training 14,000 31.7% 68.4%

Manufacturing 11,300 76.8% 23.2%

Source: National Institute of Economic and Industry Research, 2020 and ABS Census, 2016

3	 National Skills Commission, 2022

4	 ABS Census, 2016

5	 National Institute of Economic and Industry Research, 2020

The labour force participation rate in 
Barwon (61.9 per cent) is higher than the 
regional Victorian average. The female 
participation rate (57.7 per cent) is 
significantly lower than for men (65.2 per 
cent). The largest employing sectors for 
women are healthcare and social assistance, 
retail trade, education and training and 
accommodation and food services.
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Employment by industry
Over the past 20 years, the region has seen 
substantial employment growth across many 
industries. There has been steady employment 
growth in the health care and social assistance 
industry, which has been the region’s largest 
employer since 2010. This is likely the result of 
strong population growth as well as the increase 
in population aged over 65. Similar patterns of 
growth have also been observed in the retail trade, 
construction, and education and training industries, 
indicating that these sectors are also experiencing 
growth related to the expanding population  
in the region.

The manufacturing industry was the biggest 
employer for most of 2001-05 but experienced 
large declines in employment from 2007 to 2017. 
Much of the reduction in employment is due to the 
closing down of large multinational manufacturing 
operations and increased mechanisation and 
automation of business processes. A large part of 
the decline can also be attributed to declines in 
the petroleum and coal product manufacturing 
sector which is the largest component of the 
manufacturing industry.

Note: Top 10 employing industries in 2020 presented in chart, based on Journey to Work employment estimates.   
Source: National Institute of Economic and Industry Research, 2020
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Output by industry
The region has experienced large increases in 
output over the last 20 years, despite a period of 
stagnation from around 2008 to 2013 following the 
Global Financial Crisis. Growth has been supported 
by strong population increases and the demand 
for services in the region, borne out by significant 
gains to the construction and health care and social 
assistance industries. Other service-based sectors 
including education and training and retail trade 
industries have also had consistent output growth 
over the past two decades. 

Traditionally, manufacturing has been the largest 
contributor to the region’s economy, but output 
value has declined significantly since 2006. 
Manufacturing was overtaken by the construction 
and health care and social assistance sectors in 
2017 but remains the region’s third largest industry 
by output. The decline in manufacturing output 
is likely due to similar factors described in the 
employment section above. Despite this, the region 
still has one of the strongest and most diverse 
manufacturing industries in regional Victoria.

Top sectors by GVA ($ billion):

1. Construction: $1.9

2. Health care and  
social assistance: $1.8

3. Manufacturing: $1.5

4. Public administration 
and safety: $1.2

5. Education and training: $1.2

$13.8 billion
GVA  

(2020) 

Figure 4: Barwon industry output (Gross Value Add) (2001-2020)

Source: National Institute of Economic and Industry Research, 2020
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Regional exports 
Strong connections to international markets via 
major freight routes and expertise in education  
and training support the top export sectors (2020): 

1.	 Manufacturing: $830.0 million 

2.	 Agriculture, forestry and fishing: $206.3 million 

3.	 Education and training: $190.5 million. 
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03 
Comparative advantage

For the purpose of the REDS, 
‘comparative advantage’ is defined 
simply as a description of what the 
region does well compared to other 
regions. This includes both the relative 
competitiveness of the region’s 
businesses as well as cultural, social 
and environmental factors.  

Contemporary place-based development 
emphasises the importance of local endowments 
as a driver of comparative advantage. In economic 
terms, endowments refer to any natural, human, 
cultural and built resources present in a place 
which can be harnessed to support socioeconomic 
activity. Regional economic strengths can also  
be identified using other measures including 
location quotient analysis, shift share analysis, 
and industry cluster analysis. A comprehensive 
assessment of these measures is included in the 
Barwon Regional Economic Development  
Strategy – Supporting Analysis.

3.1	  
Endowments

Natural endowments

Location
Barwon is located in close proximity to metropolitan 
Melbourne as well as other regional cities including 
Ballarat and Warrnambool. This places the region  
at a natural, economic, cultural and social 
advantage as it attracts significant back and forth 
business, workers, visitors and residents from major  
consumer hubs. 

Environmental assets
The region is home to many iconic landscapes 
that attract visitors all year round and provide 
environmental, social and cultural amenity. 
Major landscapes include the Great Ocean Road 
coastline, Corio Bay, the Surf Coast and Hinterland, 
the Barwon River, the Otway National Park, the 
Bellarine Peninsula and the You Yangs Regional 
Park. The region’s fertile soil and rainfall support the 
agriculture sector. 

Cultural endowments

Aboriginal heritage
The Wadawurrung and Eastern Maar peoples 
are the Registered Aboriginal Parties under the 
Aboriginal Heritage Act 2006 for Barwon. The 
Narana Aboriginal Cultural Centre in Geelong is a 
significant attraction, providing arts and cultural 
activities as well as access to the adjacent four-acre 
Curragundi Native Garden. The Barwon coastline 
and the Barrabool Hills area to the west of Geelong 
have diverse and important Aboriginal cultural 
heritage sites. 
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City of Geelong
The city of Geelong is the economic and cultural 
hub of the region. It was recently designated as 
Australia’s first UNESCO City of Design which 
reflects the city’s dynamic, creative and innovative 
culture. The city also hosts many significant cultural, 
creative, culinary and sporting events throughout 
the year.

Cultural events
The region hosts several significant food and wine, 
music, sport and art-based festivals throughout the 
year that attracts visitors and supports the creative 
economy in the region. These include:

•	 The Falls Music & Arts Festival

•	 Festival of Sails

•	 Amy’s Gran Fondo

•	 Toast to the Coast

•	 Geelong’s Pako Festa

•	 Rip Curl Pro (surfing event)

Built endowments

Transport connections
The region is well connected by rail, air, sea and 
road for both freight and passengers. Key transport 
infrastructure includes:

•	 Avalon Airport, located on the northern fringe 
of Geelong, which is Victoria’s second largest 
freight and passenger airport. 

•	 The Princes Freeway, Midland Highway and the 
south-western rail line that provide connection 
and access to Melbourn and other major 
regional hubs. 

•	 The Port of Geelong which is a major deep 
water port and an important piece of regional 
infrastructure, handling more than 10.5 million 
tonnes of product annually.

•	 Ferries that travel between Portarlington and 
Melbourne Docklands, Geelong and Melbourne 
Docklands, and Queenscliff and Sorrento.

Tertiary and research institutions
The region has a broad range of tertiary education 
options including university, TAFE, and trade 
schools. Deakin University has two campuses in 
Geelong (Geelong Waterfront and Waurn Ponds). 
The university has a growing international presence 
with a strong focus on manufacturing, materials, 
data analytics, agriculture and health. Other 
institutions include the Gordon Institute of TAFE 
and Marcus Oldham College. The CSIRO Australian 
Centre for Disease Preparedness facility is also 
located in the region. It is a high-containment 
facility designed to protect Australia’s multi-billion 
dollar livestock and aquaculture industries and the 
general public, from emerging infectious disease 
threats.

Medical facilities
The region is serviced by a number of medical 
facilities predominantly located in Geelong and 
coordinated by Barwon Health. Barwon Health is a 
major employer for the region and key education 
provider through relationships with Deakin 
University, Melbourne University, Monash University, 
the Gordon Institute of TAFE and a number of other 
educational centres and universities. Facilities 
include Geelong Hospital, St John of God Hospital, 
Epworth Hospital Geelong and the McKellar Centre. 

Energy assets
There is a network of 220kV transmission lines 
that connect Geelong and the wider region to the 
major energy generation sources. There is also a 
500kV transmission line that runs from the Latrobe 
Valley to the aluminium smelter in Portland that 
cuts through the region north of Geelong. The 
Victorian Big Battery has been  constructed at the 
Moorabool Terminal Station, near Geelong, which 
provides 300 MW of storage –  enough to power 
over one million homes for half an hour. The Geelong 
Refinery processes oil into a wide range of products, 
including petrol, diesel and jet fuel, and supplies 
over 50 per cent of fuel in Victoria and 10 per cent 
nationally. 
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Employment and innovation precincts
There are several commercial and innovation 
precincts situated in the region that generate 
collaboration and innovation amongst businesses. 
These include:

•	 Pivot City Innovation Precinct

•	 Geelong Future Economy Precinct

Human endowments

Population growth
The region has benefitted from above average 
population growth over the past decade. It has been 
a catalyst in industry transition and led the region 
to growth in key population-driven sectors such as 
construction, health care and social assistance and 
education and training.

Educational attainment
Educational attainment in the region exceeds 
regional averages. The proportion of the population 
with Bachelor’s degrees or higher in Barwon is 
22 per cent, compared to the regional Victorian 
average of 17 per cent.

Specialised skills and knowledge
A number of large public administration and 
insurance institutions are based in the region, 
including the Transport Accident Commission, 
Ports Victoria, WorkSafe Victoria, the National 
Disability Insurance Agency, the Australian Bureau 
of Statistics and the Australian Taxation Office. 
The co-location of these institutions has generated 
significant expertise in the local workforce, 
positioning the region to further attract and develop 
similar institutions and skilled workers.

Manufacturing clusters
There are significant clusters of manufacturing 
businesses and knowledge, particularly in advanced 
fibres and materials. These clusters have propelled 
the region from a traditional manufacturing base 
to high value low volume manufacturing by sharing 
information, technology, skills and expertise as well 
as advocating for mutually beneficial outcomes. 
Clusters include:

•	 Geelong Manufacturing Council

•	 Advanced Fibre Cluster Geelong

•	 Engineering Network Geelong

•	 Cleantech Innovations Geelong

•	 Geelong Defence Alliance

•	 Greater Geelong Hydrogen Technology Cluster

Collaboration between private, public  
and not-for profit sectors
A number of well-established coalitions of 
organisations made up of community leaders work 
together to set the strategic directions for the region 
and to advocate on behalf of communities and 
businesses.
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3.2	  
Revealed industry specialisation
Location Quotient (LQ) analysis provides further 
insight into the local economy’s underlying structure 
and comparative advantages that may not be 
evident from a region’s endowments. This form of 
analysis compares an industry’s size and growth 
(as measured by employment and output) as a 
proportion of total economic activity, relative to 
the Victorian average. The higher the LQ, the more 
concentrated, and therefore significant, an industry 
is to the local economy relative to Victoria on 
average. Scores above 1.25 indicate specialisation 
compared to the rest of the state. Further analysis 
is provided in the Barwon Regional Economic 
Development Strategy – Supporting Analysis. 

Employment specialisation

Over the past five years, the region has seen 
employment growth outpace the state average in  
11 of 19 sectors. Notable sectors and sub-sectors are 
explored in more detail below:

Retail trade: With an LQ of 1.35, the region has 
an employment specialisation in the retail trade 
sector that employs 13 per cent of the workforce. 
Employment growth in the sector also exceeds 
that of the Victorian average by 13 percentage 
points. The ‘motor vehicle and motor vehicle 
parts’ retailing sub-industry has the highest sub-
industry employment LQ of 1.71, which builds off the 
regions relatively large population and legacy of 
motor vehicle manufacturing. This strong regional 
performance in the retail trade sector is likely due to 
the region’s proximity and greater ability to service 
the major population centres of Greater Geelong 
and Metropolitan Melbourne. 

Public administration: The public administration 
sub-industry has an employment LQ of 1.55 and has 
experienced employment growth 56 percentage 
points above the Victorian average. Together, 
these measures suggest a strong employment 
specialisation for public administration supported 
by a number of federal and state government 
institutions operating in the region. In addition, 
public administration and safety has been the 
fastest growing sector for employment in the region 
since 2016 as can be seen in Figure 3. 

Accommodation: The accommodation sub-industry 
has an employment LQ of 1.58 and an employment 
growth rate that is six per cent higher than the 
Victorian average. This reflects the strong visitor 
economy in the region.  

Health care and social assistance: Health care  
and social assistance has been the highest 
employing sector in the region since 2010.  
There is a specialisation in the residential care 
services sub-industry, which has an LQ of 1.7 and 
employment growth that is exceeding the state’s 
average by 35 percentage points
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Figure 5: Barwon industry employment location quotient and growth
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Preschool and School Education
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Pest Control and Other 

Support Services
Public Administration

and Safety

Professional, Scientific 
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Source: National Institute of Economic and Industry Research (2020). Note this chart represents a selection of industries and  
sub-industries that represent a notable size and or concentration within the region. Some sub-industries presented are sub-sectors 
of industries that are presented alongside it and therefore measures cannot be aggregated between the two. Other industries are 
not displayed. For greater detail refer to the supporting analysis pack for this REDS strategy.

Figure 5 depicts selected industries and sub-industries in the regional economy in 2020 where:

•	 The size of each bubble indicates the number of people employed in the (sub)industry. The bigger 
the bubble, the more people employed in the industry.  

•	 The vertical position indicates the (sub)industry’s degree of employment concentration relative to 
the Victorian economy. For example, a value of 1.77 means that, as a share of total employment in 
the local economy, the (sub)industry employs 1.77 times as many people than the Victorian average. 

•	 The horizontal position indicates the difference in the (sub)industry’s employment growth (2015 to 
2020) between the region and the Victorian average. For example, a 14 per cent value indicates that 
regional employment in the (sub)industry has grown 14 percentage points faster than the industry’s 
average growth rate in Victoria. 

Dark Grey sectors are regional 
concentrations which are 
experiencing faster employment 
growth (or slower employment 
decline) than state averages

Red sectors are regional 
concentrations which are 
experiencing slower employment 
growth (or faster declines) than 
state averages

Light Red sectors are emerging 
industries which are not 
regional concentrations but are 
experiencing faster employment 
growth (or slower employment 
decline) than state averages

Grey sectors are not regional 
concentrations and are 
experiencing slower growth 
(or faster declines) than state 
averages

Sections surrounded by a dashed 
box have LQ or growth figure 
beyond the bounds of the axis
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Output specialisation

Similar to employment specialisations, the region 
demonstrates output specialisations in the public 
administration and safety as well as a range of 
population-based industries such as construction, 
retail trade, education and training. 

Due to the capital-intensive nature of 
manufacturing, it is not a specialisation for 
employment but is for output. While recent declines 
show the manufacturing industry growth below 
the state average, there are sub-sectors such as 
fabricated metal product manufacturing that are 
outpacing state averages in recent years.

Emerging areas of specialisation

Within the overall expansion of the region’s economy, 
there are some sub-sectors that are not yet 
specialised in employment or GVA but are showing 
growth rates above the Victorian average and could 
point towards future specialisation. Agriculture and 
food retailing both fall into this category. Personal 
and other services is also emerging which could 
be reflective of historical population growth and 
should continue to grow with current population 
projections. The growth of public order, safety and 
regulatory services is underpinned by the relocation 
of a number of Victorian and Commonwealth 
government agencies moving to the region. The 
Finance sub-sector forms part of this category 
because of its signs of growth in GVA rather than 
employment. 
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Figure 6: Barwon industry output (GVA) location quotient and growth 

Figure 6 identifies the Barwon’s economic output specialisation in terms of GVA. Using the same approach 
as Figure 5, this analysis compares selected industries and sub-industries in the regional economy, 
including their size and growth as a proportion of total economic GVA relative to Victorian averages. 

Source: National Institute of Economic and Industry Research (2020).  
Note this chart represents a selection of Industries and Sub-industries that represent a notable size and or concentration within the region. 
Some sub-industries presented are sub-sectors of industries that are presented alongside it and therefore measures cannot be aggregated 
between the two. Other industries are not displayed. For greater detail refer to the supporting analysis pack for this REDS strategy.

Dark Grey sectors are regional 
concentrations which are 
experiencing faster output growth 
than state averages

Red sectors are regional 
concentrations which are 
experiencing slower growth 
(or faster declines) than state 
averages

Light Red sectors are emerging 
industries which are not 
regional concentrations but are 
experiencing faster output growth 
(or slower declines) than state 
averages

Grey sectors are not regional 
concentrations and are 
experiencing slower growth 
(or faster declines) than state 
averages

Sections surrounded by a dashed 
box have LQ or growth figure 
beyond the bounds of the axis
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04 
Strategic directions

The five strategic directions for the 
Barwon region have been identified 
based on the opportunities emerging 
from the region’s endowments, industry 
specialisations, and socioeconomic 
context. The directions have been 
refined based on a review of local 
policies and strategic planning.

The following section discusses each strategic 
direction, providing: 

a rationale for its inclusion  
as part of the strategy

an overview of opportunities and 
challenges which are likely to 
support or hinder future growth

a summary of work underway 
and the policy context to support 
desired outcomes

the implication of the direction 
for the region’s Aboriginal 
communities

examples of how the direction 
could be activated.

Barwon’s strategic directions 

1.
 

Accelerate 
the transition 
to new and 
high-value 
manufacturing 
opportunities

2.
 

Further the 
innovation 
and skills 
ecosystem 

3.
 

Realise the 
potential of 
the visitor 
economy

4.
 

Maximise the 
economic 
benefit from 
the expanding 
service-based 
sectors

5.
 

Build a 
sustainable 
and climate-
resilient 
region.
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Enabling factors for economic growth 
This REDS identifies opportunities in key areas that can help drive regional economic growth. However, each 
region’s capacity to activate these opportunities and grow is partly determined by cross-cutting enabling 
factors that support economic activity. Consideration of these enabling factors – and targeted investments 
and initiatives to strengthen them – will help support achievement of the strategic directions in this REDS.

Digital connectivity
Access to reliable internet and mobile services 
allows for access to new markets, facilitates 
efficiency gains and opens up opportunities for 
innovation. Good digital connectivity can also 
facilitate more inclusive access to services and 
flexible working arrangements.	

63 to 70
Australian Digital Inclusion  
Index Score in Barwon in 20216 
(Victorian average: 71)

Workforce and population growth
An adaptive and productive workforce is key 
to businesses competitiveness; access to both 
skilled and unskilled labour ensures business can 
sustain and expand activities.

61.7% 
Local workforce in Barwon was 
employed in skilled occupations8 
(Regional Victoria: 62.2%, Melbourne: 67.3%) 
(2021)

22% 
Residents with a bachelor’s degree or 
higher in 20169

(Regional Victorian: 17.0 %, Melbourne: 31.0%)

Housing
The availability and affordability of housing 
determines a region’s ability to attract and  
retain local staff and supports community 
cohesion and better life outcomes for individuals 
and families.	

0.9% 
Average rental property vacancy  
rate in the six months leading up  
to June 202110

(Compared to benchmark of 2.5%) 

31.1%
Increase in median rent in Barwon South 
West RDA region from 2016 to 202011 
(Victoria, 6.9%, Regional Victoria 28.6%) 

Transport connectivity
Road and rail infrastructure, ports and  
airports provide critical linkages between 
production locations and markets; efficient 
transport connections and public transport 
services are a key factor in workforce mobility 
and local amenity. 

4.2 
Overall access to roads and public 
transport in Barwon South West  
RDA region7 
(Regional Victoria: 4.1 and Victoria: 5)

Notes: 1. The Australian Digital Inclusion Index (ADII) is a composite index used to measure digital inclusion across three dimensions of 
Access, Affordability and Digital Ability. 2. ‘Access to roads and public transport was measured by asking respondents to rate their access 
to the following types of services in their local community, on a scale ranging from ‘very poor’ (1) to ‘very good’ (7): (i) Quality of local roads; 
and (ii) Access to public transport (including taxis, buses, trains). A single measure of overall access to roads and public transport was then 
constructed based on the average score of a person’s responses to these two items. 3. Skill level is defined as a function of the range and 
complexity of the set of tasks performed in a particular occupation. Skilled workers are defined as being classed between an ANZSCO 
Skill level of 1-3, while low skilled is classed as 4 or 5. 4. A rental property vacancy rate of 2.5% refers to a benchmark at which the market is 
balanced between landlords and tenants.
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Integrating Aboriginal  
economic opportunities
The Victorian Government is taking concrete 
steps to align with Aboriginal self-determination 
principles. Key Victorian government policies and 
processes to realise self-determination goals 
include the:

•	 Treaty Process which seeks to redefine the 
relationships between Aboriginal communities, 
the state and non-Aboriginal Victorians.

•	 Victorian Aboriginal Affairs Framework 2018-
23 (VAAF) which is the overarching framework 
for working with Aboriginal Victorians to drive 
positive socioeconomic outcomes across 
the state, including to activate economic 
opportunities and prosperity via achieving 
wealth equality, facilitating workforce 
participation in all sectors at all levels and 
realising Aboriginal income potential.

•	 Self Determination Reform Framework, which 
guides public sector action to enable self-
determination in line with the VAAF across 
four domains: people, systems, outcomes and 
accountability. 

The Victorian Government is also party to the 
National Agreement on Closing the Gap and has 
committed to meeting the associated outcomes 
– including in relation to increasing engagement 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders in 
employment, education and training.  

An analysis of relevant policies and commitments 
relating to Aboriginal economic development in 
the region (listed in the Barwon Regional Economic 
Development Strategy – Supporting Analysis), 
including Traditional Owner strategic plans, where 
developed, has identified five opportunities for 
Aboriginal economic development:  

•	 Identify opportunities to leverage natural 
resources for economic benefit, including 
through adopting traditional agricultural 
techniques and practices.

•	 Invest in the growth and awareness of 
Aboriginal-owned industry, including nature 
based and cultural tourism, business enterprise 
and procurement.

•	 Pursue greater Aboriginal ownership of land to 
sustainably manage resources.

•	 Promote recognition of the land, its waters and 
its cultural significance to ensure that economic 
activities generate benefits in circumstances 
where degradation or destruction can be 
avoided, and existing damage is healed.

•	 Engage with young people to ensure there are 
opportunities to access secure jobs and build an 
economic future on Country while, at the same 
time, learning about culture and traditions. 

Each strategic direction in the Barwon REDS 
considers the relevance of that direction to local 
Aboriginal communities in light of the above 
opportunities. 

Self-determined priorities for Aboriginal economic 
development in the region will be aligned to the 
six pillars of the Victorian Aboriginal Employment 
and Economic Strategy. These priorities will also 
guide Victorian Government decision-making on 
economic development in the region and will be 
integrated into future updates of the REDS.

6	 Thomas, J. B.-J. (2021). Australian Digital Inclusion Index. 

7	 Regional Wellbeing Survey, 2020

8	 Department of Education and Training, 2021

9	 ABS Census, 2016

10	RRV analysis, SQM, 2021

11	 DHHS rental Report, June Quarter, 2021

0
4

   
S

tr
a

te
g

ic
 d

ir
e

c
ti

o
n

s

19

Barwon  |  Regional Economic Development Strategy



4.1	  
Accelerate the transition  
to new and high-value  
manufacturing opportunities

	 Significance

Manufacturing has historically been the principal 
driver of economic growth in the region. However, 
manufacturing output has declined over the last 
decade and been surpassed by other population-
based industries. Deindustrialisation is not unique 
to the region with developed economies around the 
world having a similar experience brought on by 
rapid technological advancement and globalisation. 
Despite the declining trajectory, there is strong 
evidence of industry evolution across the region 
supported by the rich manufacturing legacy, skills 
and infrastructure that has remained. 

Today, the region is producing a diverse range 
of products for both domestic and international 
markets – specialising in the manufacture of food 
products, construction materials, chemicals and 
plastics, oil refining, carbon fibre products and 
industrial structures. The region’s manufacturers 
have benefitted from collaborative partnerships 
amongst themselves and with the research and 
education institutions that operate within the 
region, particularly Deakin University. These 
partnerships boast many innovative success stories 
and have propelled the industry narrative from 
a declining trajectory to one that is increasingly 
delivering high value future focused products  
to the world.

	 Opportunities

Developing future-focused products
Having the ability to proactively develop, 
commercialise and produce new or modified 
products that meet the demands of emerging 
and future industries is a strong indicator of 
manufacturing success. The strong linkages 
between research and industry in the region 
make it well-placed to capture future-focused 
opportunities particularly in advanced materials, 
re-manufacturing, defence and medical 
technologies. The establishment of the Advanced 
Fibre Cluster Geelong through Carbon Nexus, a 
world-leading non-aerospace carbon fibre research 
facility in Geelong, is an example of the region 
being at the forefront of product development and 
commercialisation. Decarbonising the economy also 
presents opportunities for the region to develop 
low emissions technologies such as wind turbines, 
batteries and electric buses and components.

Advanced manufacturing capabilities
The digitisation of manufacturing enhanced by data 
and machine learning has taken the production 
of goods across the globe to new heights. 
Manufacturers in the region are already taking 
up the challenge of modernising their capabilities 
with strong clusters of innovative institutions and 
businesses adopting new technologies across 
multiple sectors. Cultivating these clusters and 
supporting the industry to invest in advanced 
capabilities will enable the region to maintain 
and grow its reputation as a globally renowned 
centre of excellence for high value-add activities. 
Advanced capabilities refer to the implementation 
of new technologies and techniques such as smart 
robotics, automation, augmented and virtual reality, 
and additive manufacturing (3D printing)  
as well as the human skills required to activate  
these improvements. 
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Food supply chain
Access to quality agricultural product from 
within the region and the western parts of the 
state, coupled with logistical infrastructure and 
accessibility to major markets has consolidated 
the region’s position as a major food producer for 
Victoria and a significant supply chain contributor 
to national and international markets. As of 2020, 
food product manufacturing was the second 
largest manufacturing sub-sector in the region. 
International food product export value has realised 
strong growth, reaching $252.4 million in 2020, up 
from $161.1 million in 2010. Further end to end food 
supply chain growth can be realised through:

Product differentiation and consumer preferences: 
Global consumer trends are increasingly 
preferencing healthy and functional foods, 
greater environmental sustainability, traceability 
and production integrity. The main types of food 
processing in the region are dairy and meat. 
Tailoring, marketing and differentiating the  
regions quality products to meet consumer 
preferences will be important for the future  
success of supply chains.

Strengthening supply chain resilience: Securing 
high quality agricultural inputs, maximising the 
output from agricultural land and increasing 
collaboration between producers allows the region 
to strengthen and expand the food supply chains 
while maintaining its brand of quality output.  
High-security, low-cost water solutions and 
infrastructure have been identified by the G21 
Economic Futures Report to drive high-value, 
drought-proof and lower emissions regional farming. 
Enhanced water security can drive secure farming 
of more profitable, export-focused inputs such as 
fruit, vegetables and nuts.

Small scale producers: Food production is also 
an important contributor to the visitor economy 
with food trails, farmgate experiences and wineries 
predominantly located in the Surf Coast, Otway 
Ranges and Bellarine Peninsula. Supporting these 
small-scale end-to-end producers to commercialise 
and market their produce could elevate the region’s 
reputation for quality produce while attracting 
visitors to the region. 

Maximising transport infrastructure
Maximising the potential of the region’s key 
infrastructure assets would enhance the region’s 
ability to export goods across the country and 
internationally. The Avalon Airport precinct has 
significant room for growth as an international 
freight terminal airport.

0
4

   
S

tr
a

te
g

ic
 d

ir
e

c
ti

o
n

s

21

Barwon  |  Regional Economic Development Strategy



	 Challenges

Global competition
Being able to compete with international 
producers has been a long-standing challenge 
for manufacturers in the region that face high 
labour and energy costs, long distances to 
markets and relatively small domestic demand. 
While technological improvements have closed 
the gap, competitiveness challenges have 
been compounded by an increasingly hostile 
international trade environment, including the 
introduction of tariffs on certain products and the 
use of carbon emissions in international trade.

Digital infrastructure
Internet speed is a critical enabler to doing business 
in advanced manufacturing. The Barwon Digital 
Plan identifies that the digital intensity of the 
region’s manufacturing industry is set to increase 
considerably in the short term. In the next 5 years, 
the industry will demand greater access to more 
sophisticated networks to use technologies such as 
industrial Internet of Things (IoT), fault prevention 
and data analytics.

Adequate workforce 
Projections show the region’s manufacturing 
industry is expected to have the largest total decline 
in workforce among all industries to 2024. While 
this can partly be attributed to automation and 
the increased use of technology, access to workers 
and skillsets has the potential to also challenge the 
economic potential of the industry in the region. 
Current perceptions of working in the industry 
present a barrier to attracting prospective workers 
particularly for young people exploring potential 
career pathways and women who have historically 
had low levels of participation in the industry. 

Angelsea

Lorne

Colac

Winchelsea

Torquay

Point Lonsdale

St Leonards

Lara

Apollo Bay

 

Non-agricultural land

Agricultural areas

Dairy farming

Vegetable growing

Beef cattle

Poultry/chicken

Major food processing

Rail network

Road network

Regional boundary

Geelong

Figure 7: Agricultural land use in Barwon

Source: Invest Victoria, 2018
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12	 Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning, 2019, Barwon Climate Projection 2019 (based on ‘high emissions’ scenario where 2050s refers to the 
period from 2040 to 2059)

Climate change
Increased adverse weather events, higher 
temperatures and decreased rainfall as a result 
of climate variability, as well as the need to 
reduce carbon emissions, will be key drivers of 
change across the region’s production industries. 
Changing conditions and high-impact events will 
put pressure on supply chains, infrastructure and 
water availability, and create uncertainty around 
production yields and output quality. Adapting to a 
warmer and drier climate, transitioning to renewable 
energy sources, establishing low emission practices 
and securing water supply by diversifying the 
region’s water sources present short-term hurdles 
for the manufacturing and agriculture industries, 
but will also secure their long-term sustainability.

	 The policy environment

Transitioning to new and high-value manufacturing 
opportunities is closely aligned with national, state 
and local priorities. In particular:

•	 The Federal Government’s Make it happen -  
The Australian Government’s Modern 
Manufacturing Strategy focuses on six sub 
sectors of priority and advantage to the nation 
and getting the economic conditions right for 
manufacturing businesses to succeed.

•	 The State Government’s Advancing Victoria’s 
Manufacturing: A Blueprint for the Future also 
focuses on six future industries to guide future 
investment and activity.

•	 The State Government’s Connecting Victoria 
initiative is fast-tracking new mobile and 
broadband infrastructure across Victoria to 
support productivity and economic growth.

•	 CSIRO as part of their Futures series have 
prepared the Advanced Manufacturing 
Roadmap which provides a comprehensive 
analysis of the current state of play and what 
strategic moves need to be made by the industry 
in the next 20 years to remain competitive.

•	 The 2017 Geelong Economic Futures Report 
identifies industrial scale advanced carbon fibre 
manufacturing and high value drought proof 
regional farming as priority projects for the 
region.

•	 The Sustainable Agribusiness Strategy for  
the G21 Region 2017 – 2022 is an industry  
wide strategy that sets a strategic framework  
to sustainably grow the region’s diverse  
food sector.

•	 The G21 Innovative Agribusiness Collaboration 
Roadmap highlights ways that agribusinesses  
can collaborate to achieve greater productivity  
as a collective.

By 2050s12

1.9% 22% 
Median temperature 

could rise
Decline in average 

spring rainfall

24cm

x2

12.6 days
Average sea level  

rise in Geelong
Almost double the 

amount of extreme  
hot days (over 35C)  

in Geelong. 
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	 Aboriginal inclusion 

The Aboriginal workforce is poorly represented 
in the region’s manufacturing industry. Future 
investments and activities could be focused on 
creating pathways to Aboriginal employment 
in this sector and promoting Aboriginal owned 
manufacturing businesses – including around  
the processing of native foods which are increasing 
in demand. 

	 How can we unlock this 
strategic direction?

To unlock this opportunity and drive growth, local, 
state and Commonwealth partners could work 
together to:

•	 Provide supportive enabling conditions for 
the manufacturing sector to implement and 
commercialise new products, technologies  
and techniques.

•	 Cultivate the innovative culture growing 
between manufacturers and institutions  
within the region.

•	 Facilitate partnerships between industry  
and educational institutions to ensure that  
the next generation have the required skills  
to meet the needs of the advanced 
manufacturing workforce.

•	 Promote careers in the region’s food and 
manufacturing industry to the local and 
external workforce.

•	 Ensure local producers are engaged in local, 
state and national conversations about climate 
change adaptation and mitigation practices. 

•	 Advocate for market access opportunities and 
strengthen biosecurity, food safety capabilities 
and traceability across supply chains.

•	 Governments and telecommunications 
providers should continue to work together to 
deliver high-quality digital connectivity that 
supports regional economic priorities.  

4.2	  
Further the innovation  
and skills ecosystem

	 Significance

The Barwon region has harnessed its advantages 
and embraced a culture of innovation that is 
delivering new sources of growth and maintaining 
high-wage jobs. Geelong is at the forefront of the 
innovation ecosystem and is home to research and 
innovation precincts clustered around specialised 
industries and education assets. There is a 
strong innovative focus on legacy industries of 
manufacturing and engineering, but the growing 
diversity of the region’s economy has unlocked 
innovative opportunities in other sectors such as 
health and construction as well as providing cross 
industry collaboration. There is a comprehensive 
system of support where start-up businesses, 
entrepreneurs and innovators can connect with 
institutions, incubators and accelerators. The Surf 
Coast also has a history of innovation, particularly 
in the surfing industry, which is expected to continue 
as the next generation of entrepreneurs populate 
the region.

The strength of the region’s education assets and 
research institutions has enabled the innovation 
ecosystem to thrive by producing and attracting 
skilled workers to the region. People in the region 
are highly educated - 22 per cent of the population 
holds a Bachelor degree or higher, as compared to 
17 per cent in regional Victoria. Skilled employment 
is expanding in the Barwon region and the number 
of skilled workers is increasing at rates higher than 
both regional and metropolitan averages. 
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	 Opportunities

Innovation hubs
There are now multiple purpose-built innovation 
precincts that attract investment and unlock 
opportunities throughout the region. Deakin 
University’s Geelong Future Economy Precinct 
in Waurn Ponds alone is home to a range of 
hubs including ManuFutures, an advanced 
manufacturing hub and the Future Fibres Hub, 
which develops novel fibre technologies to facilitate 
more sustainable advanced manufacturing of fibre 
materials. Further down the coastline, the Surf 
Coast region is positioned to grow as a hub for niche 
and emerging industries due to its strong identity 
with surfing, creativity and wellbeing as well as an 
attractive place for knowledge-based professionals 
and digital nomads. Growing and supporting these 
innovation hubs with the right services, economic 
conditions and infrastructure will be critical for their 
success and development.

Research expertise
The region is home to research institutions that 
specialise in engineering, advanced materials and 
fibres, intelligent systems, robotics, haptics, primary 
industries, health, biosecurity, animal health and 
infectious diseases. For example, partnerships 
between Deakin University and Barwon Health 
combine Deakin’s research capabilities with Barwon 
Health’s clinical and healthcare expertise to develop 
improvements in the delivery of health services. 
Continuing to specialise in these fields as well as 
identifying new opportunities as they emerge will 
be a key support for furthering innovative activities 
and also provide employment opportunities.

Future skills
New technologies are reducing the labour 
intensity of the region’s major industries, and 
economy-wide trends such as the transition to 
net-zero carbon emissions will require new skills 
and training pathways. The future workforce will 
require a broad interdisciplinary skillset, combining 
scientific expertise, software and data skills with 
softer skills in leadership, creative problem solving, 
communication and collaboration. Positioning 
educational institutions and businesses to provide 
apprenticeships and courses in these areas will 
serve the region and the state economy into  
the future.
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	 Challenges

Economic inclusion
The region has the facilities and jobs growth to 
support local upskilling and local employment 
however there are lags in economic participation 
and unemployment within key cohorts that 
risk further entrenching disadvantage. The G21 
Regional Opportunities for Work (GROW) model was 
pioneered in the region to address disadvantage by 
focusing on and supporting local businesses and 
people. The model provides a pathway to improving 
economic inclusion and sharing the benefits of a 
strong education sector and employment growth 
more evenly across the region. Increasing access 
to services such as childcare or skill development 
could also remove barriers to employment and 
boost participation in these cohorts.

	 The policy environment

Furthering the innovation and skills ecosystem in 
the region is closely aligned with state and local 
priorities. In particular:

•	 The Victorian Government’s $2 billion 
Breakthrough Victoria Fund will drive investment 
in translational research, innovation and 
commercialisation outcomes to accelerate 
growth in key industry sectors and create jobs. 

•	 The 2019 Barwon Regional Partnership 
Outcomes Roadmap seeks to expand Barwon’s 
reputation for business innovation by strong 
collaboration across sectors that helps the 
region achieve its full economic potential. 

•	 Runway Geelong, funded by the Victorian 
Government’s startup agency LaunchVic, 
supports incubator programs, intensive 
accelerator programs and business idea 
competitions.

Table 2: Key employment indicators across Barwon’s demographic cohorts

Aboriginal People Gender Living with a disability

Aboriginal13 
Non- 

Aboriginal Female Male
Living with  
a Disability

Not Living 
with a 

Disability

Unemployment 11.0% 5.8% 5.6% 6.2% 15.1% 5.8%

Participation 57.5% 62.2% 57.7% 66.5% 9.6% 66.2%
Source: ABS Census, 2016

13	 Includes Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander
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	 Aboriginal inclusion 

Innovation and the potential for business 
development and productivity gains cut across 
several sectors. For sectors with low Aboriginal 
employment – such as professional, scientific and 
technical services and manufacturing – specific 
interventions may be required to ensure Aboriginal 
communities can realise economic development 
opportunities through innovation and new business 
growth. Traditional Owner groups have identified 
that tailored mentoring and support for Aboriginal 
business incubation could achieve greater 
Aboriginal participation in economic activities.

	 How can we unlock this 
strategic direction?

To unlock this opportunity and drive growth, local, 
state and Commonwealth partners could work 
together to:

•	 Foster partnerships between all levels of 
government, industry and research institutes to 
support business incubation, acceleration and 
commercialisation.

•	 Prioritise projects that have strong commercial 
potential to accelerate productivity, grow 
exports, support domestic manufacturing  
and create jobs.

•	 Promote the region as an innovation hub and 
location of choice for new businesses.
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4.3	  
Realise the potential  
of the visitor economy

	 Significance

Barwon’s diverse natural and built environments 
have provided significant opportunities to attract 
visitors to the region. The region was the most 
popular visitor destination in regional Victoria in 
2019, having received the most visitors across all 
visitor types. The restrictions associated with the 
COVID-19 pandemic have had a profound impact on 
the visitor economy, but there is growing optimism 
in the region that there is still untapped potential 
for growth. Some of the assets that have driven 
visitation numbers in the past have been elevated 
by recent investment and are well placed to 
capitalise on future opportunities.

The current and future success of the visitor 
economy can be attributed to:

•	 The natural landscapes including the gateway 
to the world-renowned Great Ocean Road, 
the Otway National Park, the You Yangs, the 
Bellarine Peninsula and the Surf Coast.

•	 The UNESCO recognised cultural city of Geelong 
that is a hub for the arts, design and events.

•	 The proximity and connectivity of the region to 
visitor markets. 

•	 Coordinated and focused development of 
tourism products and brand for the region 
fostered through the Regional Tourism Boards.

	 Opportunities

Changing visitor trends
The region has the opportunity to capture greater 
visitor demand and spend from domestic markets. 
The region is already realising growth in this market 
with average visitor spend substantially higher in 
2020 than 2019 among domestic intrastate visitors. 
This is in part due to increases in the average length 
of time domestic overnight visitors are staying 
in the region. The COVID-19 pandemic has been 
a major catalyst for this trend with international 
travel ceasing and borders closing but other trends 
such as sustainable travel also signal positive signs 
for long term domestic market growth. There are 
opportunities to actively target this segment’s 
potential such as increasing local awareness of 
product and experiences, improving low emissions 
vehicle infrastructure or leveraging the region’s 
strong and emerging events calendar as facilitators 
to regional exploration. Improving access for 
visitors through Avalon Airport and via the Spirit 
of Tasmania is also a key opportunity for directing 
visitation from interstate visitors to the region. 

Creative industries
Geelong’s recent designation as Australia’s first 
UNESCO City of Design, the arts, recreation and 
culture highlight the important role that the creative 
industries play in the identity of the region and its 
economy. The industries support many jobs and 
are a driving force for innovation and creativity 
across other sectors. The visitor economy is heavily 
linked to the creative industries as a major driver of 
visitation to the region, attracting visitors all year 
around through events and exhibitions. Supporting 
the creative industries to grow and strengthening 
the relationship between the sectors, particularly 
as they recover from the impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic, provides opportunities for both the 
visitor economy and the creative industries to 
thrive. The next stage of the Geelong Arts Centre 
redevelopment (due for completion in 2023) will 
provide the region with multiple new creative spaces 
that will attract local, national and international 
performances.
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Aboriginal heritage 
The region is home to important cultural heritage 
assets of the Wadawurrung and Eastern Maar 
people. Through these assets the region has the 
opportunity to capitalise on the increased interest 
in Aboriginal knowledge, culture and experiences 
by the wider community. Stronger connections with 
local Aboriginal groups and businesses could be 
developed to promote visitor-based enterprises, 
strengthen regional links to arts, innovation and 
training and ensure recognition of culturally 
significant traditions and landscapes.

Agri-tourism 
There is an emerging boutique food and wine 
culture in the region, particularly in the Bellarine 
Peninsula and the Otway and Surf Coast hinterland. 
There has been investment in dining, farm gate 
and cellar door experiences through initiatives 
such as the Bellarine Taste Trail. There are further 
opportunities to strengthen the agri-tourism 
sector as a complement to the region’s coastal, 
nature-based settings and niche arts and cultural 
experiences. 

	 Challenges

Pandemic recovery
Given its proximity to metropolitan Melbourne, the 
region has particularly felt the negative impacts 
of restrictions on movement between the capital 
and regional Victoria and lack of international 
visitors during the COVID-19 pandemic. Prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, Barwon was growing in visitor 
numbers and expenditure as seen in Figure 8 and 9. 
The total number of visitors (daytrip and overnight, 
domestic and international) fell from 10.4 million in 
2019 to 5.3 million in 2020, and associated visitor 
expenditure fell from $2.0 billion to $1.1 billion. As a 
result, visitor economy businesses have been unable 
to operate at capacity. Furthermore, the pandemic 
has made employment in the visitor economy, 
already perceived as insecure, more unstable with 
many workers leaving the industry to look for more 
secure work elsewhere. Attracting and retaining 
workers will be a key component of pandemic 
recovery for the visitor economy.

 	Domestic overnight – intrastate
 	Domestic day trip
 	Domestic overnight – interstate
 	International overnight

 	Domestic day trip
 	Domestic overnight – intrastate
 	Domestic overnight – interstate
 	International overnight
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Figure 8: Barwon visitor expenditure  
by visitor type (2015-20)

Figure 9: Barwon visitor numbers  
by visitor type (2015-20) 
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Degradation and loss of amenity
A large section for the visitor economy relies on 
coastal assets to attract visitation. Projected sea 
level rises, extreme weather events and coastline 
degradation as a result of climate change may 
threaten nature-based experiences in the 
region. Concentrated visitation to environmental 
attractions can also harm the environmental 
amenity through overcrowding and pollution as well 
as impacting visitor experience. 

Seasonality
Visitation to the region is often concentrated at 
certain times due to a number of highly popular 
assets, the climate and the coastal nature of  
the region. The impact of seasonality leads to  
over-demand at peak periods such as school 
holidays or Christmas break and limited demand 
at other times that generate profitless outcomes 
for some visitor economy businesses. The trends in 
domestic visitation have also increased the demand 
for weekends and dampened demand for mid-week 
stays which is a major challenge for operators. 
These trends are also placing pressure on 
infrastructure, which needs to support high visitor 
numbers but only for short or specific periods.

Digital connectivity
Recent consultations as part of the Connecting 
Victoria initiative have highlighted that poor 
connectivity impacts on the visitation experience 
and is a constraint on economic growth. More 
remote areas rely on lower capacity fixed wireless 
and satellite broadband services. Tourist locations 
such as walking trails and national parks can 
experience weak mobile coverage. Also some areas 
experience network limitations when there are large 
influxes of visitors to attend events.

	 Work underway and the 
policy environment 

Growing the visitor economy is closely aligned with 
national, state and local priorities. In particular:

•	 The Victorian Government’s Visitor Economy 
Recovery and Reform Plan (2021) aims to attract 
more tourists to the State, support regional 
jobs and deliver a significant recovery from the 
combined effects of the 2020 summer bushfires 
and the COVID-19 pandemic. This includes 
delivering a state-wide destination master 
plan underpinned by priority sector plans (the 
first sector priorities to be developed will be 
the Nature-Based Tourism Plan and the First 
Peoples’ Tourism Plan) and the establishment of 
Visitor Economy Partnerships across Victoria.  

•	 Creative State 2025 is the Victorian 
Government’s four-year creative industries 
strategy designed to grow jobs and skills and 
secure Victoria’s reputation as a global cultural 
destination and bold creative leader. 

•	 A Creative Industries Strategy for the G21 Region 
2021-2026 sets the strategy and the vision for 
the region to foster a culture of collaboration 
and aspiration and deliver creative industry 
leadership and innovation connected to  
global networks.

•	 The Geelong City Deal is a 10-year plan to 
revitalise Geelong and unlock the potential of 
the Great Ocean Road visitor economy.  
The deal will deliver on key tourism 
infrastructure projects within Geelong and 
along the Great Ocean Road.

•	 The State Government’s Connecting Victoria 
initiative is fast-tracking new mobile and 
broadband infrastructure across Victoria to 
support productivity and economic growth.

•	 Victoria’s Great Outdoors Investment and 
Public Land Economic Stimulus are two 
Victorian government initiatives to deliver more 
accessible and affordable opportunities to 
promote visitation and support local economies. 
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	 Aboriginal inclusion 

Growth in the region’s visitation numbers will likely 
have a positive impact on Aboriginal economic 
opportunities and aligns with the opportunity 
identified by local Aboriginal groups to use cultural 
places and practices to share Aboriginal heritage. 
The visitor economy is an important employer for 
Aboriginal workers. Over a quarter of Aboriginal 
workers (26.1 per cent) are employed in industries 
which support the visitor economy in the region 
(accommodation and food services, arts and 
recreation, and retail trade). This indicates that 
there is a skilled and capable workforce ready 
to activate opportunities and grow Aboriginal 
businesses in the visitor economy, especially 
Aboriginal experiences.

	 How can we unlock this 
strategic direction?

To unlock this opportunity and drive growth, local, 
state and Commonwealth partners could work 
together to:

•	 Promote the region as a premiere location for 
international and domestic events. 

•	 Increase the number of night-time arts, cultural 
and hospitality events and activities.

•	 Explore innovative solutions to address 
seasonality, concentrated visitation and 
workforce shortages.

•	 Work with training providers and tourism 
operators to undertake workforce planning  
and develop training courses to meet industry 
needs and develop professional career 
pathways in tourism.

•	 Encourage coordination and alignment between 
all levels of the stakeholder environment to align 
priorities and maximise investment outcomes.

•	 Leverage incentives and funding in place to 
support visitor economy providers to pursue 
digital innovation and improve capability  
across the sharing economy and digital 
marketing platforms.  

•	 Support interested Traditional Owner groups 
to develop and promote regional Victorian 
Aboriginal tourism offerings.

•	 Develop solutions to help the visitor economy to 
adapt to a warmer climate and rising sea levels.

•	 Build partnerships across the region to alleviate 
community concern about over tourism or 
impact of tourism on local amenity.

•	 Support nature-based tourism operators to 
diversify their offerings to improve resilience  
to potential future environmental change.

•	 Governments and telecommunications 
providers continue to work together to deliver 
high-quality digital connectivity that supports 
regional economic priorities.

•	 Improve the liveability and accessibility of the 
region to ensure it continues to be attractive  
for visitors.
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4.4	  
Maximise the economic benefit  
from expanding service-based sectors

	 Significance

The region has experienced above average 
population growth over the past decade compared 
to the rest of regional Victoria. This growth has been 
one of the key contributors for the region’s shift 
from a traditional manufacturing and agricultural-
based economy to a service-based economy. The 
growing demand for services has seen population-
driven sectors such as construction, health care and 
social assistance, and education and training grow 
to the point where they have become specialisations 
that warrant considered direction and focus.

Strong population growth in the region is expected 
to continue, propelled by the impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic and the trend towards regional 
living. Service sectors will naturally expand with the 
population, but there are opportunities to maximise 
their potential and entrench their long-term 
significance to the region’s economy.

	 Opportunities

Changing demographics
Net internal migration patterns as well as the shift 
towards remote working and regional living suggest 
the region is an attractive destination for youth, 
families and those in the later part of their careers. 
Population growth in these age cohorts is driving 
demand and creating employment and business 
opportunities across service sectors and supporting 
industries. Capitalising on the growth will require 
providing attractive liveability conditions for these 
cohorts to continue migrating. Cost of living, access 
to services, amenity, community connections, lifestyle 
and opportunity are key considerations when looking 
to improve the liveability of a regional area.

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021b
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Figure 10: Net internal migration (proportion by age group), annual average (2016-19)
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Education hub
The region’s network of learning institutions 
means it is a strategic education and training 
location for the future workforce of Victoria. The 
education and training sector is a major employer 
and has developed a strong reputation across a 
number of industries such as health, engineering 
and advanced manufacturing. Focusing the 
development of this industry by building an 
environment that is attractive to both domestic and 
international students as well as meeting the needs 
of future industries will position the region for long 
term growth.

Specialised knowledge and services
The cumulative effect of an expanding population 
and an influx of skilled workers opens up 
opportunities in services sectors that are not, by 
nature, dependent on population. Analysis suggests 
that financial, insurance, professional, scientific and 
technical services sectors are gaining momentum 
in the region in both output and employment and 
there is already a strong public administration 
sector. Cultivating the specialisation in these 
emerging sectors is a key opportunity for long term 
employment and output growth as they provide new 
service industries that are detached from the ebbs 
and flows of population growth. 

	 Challenges

Rapid population growth
The pace and size of population growth can bring 
significant challenges and pressures to an economy 
that may negate positive benefits. Rapid population 
growth puts pressure on accommodation markets, 
services and infrastructure that take time to 
respond to the increased demand. This can result in 
increased disadvantage for some cohorts. This was 
evident during the COVID-19 pandemic, when the 
region experienced the short-term impacts of rapid 
population growth through housing price increases 
and low availability. 

Access to services
Parts of the region experience a high level of 
disadvantage, particularly in the more rural  
western areas and pockets within Geelong.  
Often these areas have lower rates of access 
to health and education services for a range of 
reasons including remoteness that risk further 
entrenching disadvantage. 
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	 The policy environment

Maximising the economic benefit from the 
expanding service-based sectors in Barwon is 
closely aligned with state and local priorities. In 
particular:

•	 The City of Greater Geelong’s Greater Geelong: 
A Clever and Creative City is a visionary 
strategy underpinned by Geelong’s designation 
as a UNESCO City of Design. Sustainable 
development that supports population growth, 
a prosperous economy and jobs and education 
opportunities are key priorities of the strategy.

•	 The 2017 Geelong Economic Futures Report 
identifies commercialised international 
education and training in farming and 
agribusiness as a priority project for the region.

•	 Public Land Economic Stimulus programs, 
includes support for tourism, maintaining and 
upgrading public land facilities that support 
local trade, future tourism and restoration 
of the natural environment Central Geelong 
Framework is a document that will guide the 
future use and development of land in central 
Geelong area and provide specific directions 
for urban design of the area. The Structure Plan 
provides the vision and specific land use and 
development directions in the themes of land 
use, built environment, design and residential 
growth and housing choices. 

•	 Several works and initiatives have been planned 
and progressed through the Revitalising Central 
Geelong Partnership including projects funded 
under the Geelong City Deal. 

	 Aboriginal inclusion 

Service sectors such as health, food and retail 
are major employers of the region’s Aboriginal 
workforce. Growth in these sectors will likely improve 
employment outcomes for Aboriginal people, 
although targeted interventions may be required to 
increase participation in the education and training 
sector. As service sectors continue to expand with 
overall population growth, there are opportunities 
to close the overall gap in unemployment and 
labour participation between the Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal workforce. Traditional Owners have 
also identified economic opportunities for cultural 
services and targeted research in cultural land, 
water and sea management which align with this 
strategic direction.

	 How can we unlock this 
strategic direction?

To unlock this opportunity and drive growth, local, 
state and Commonwealth partners could work 
together to:

•	 Seek to maintain and improve the liveability of 
the region to ensure it continues to be attractive 
for migration.

•	 Better coordinate housing and infrastructure 
developments to meet the current and future 
needs of residents and industry. 

•	 Ensure the growth in service provision  
meets the needs of areas that are  
experiencing disadvantage.

•	 Advocate for national migration settings that 
support the placement of skilled workers and 
international students in regional areas.

•	 Encourage initiatives that support the 
specialisation in education, financial, 
professional, scientific and technical services.

•	 Encourage initiatives to increase the residential 
population in central Geelong. 

 

0
4

   
S

tr
a

te
g

ic
 d

ir
e

c
ti

o
n

s

34

Barwon  |  Regional Economic Development Strategy



035

4.5	  
Build a sustainable and  
climate-resilient economy 

	 Significance

The region is well positioned to play a leading role in 
Victoria’s transition to cleaner and more sustainable 
practices. By leveraging its regional strengths, 
endowments and an engaged community it can 
realise opportunities to develop and support the 
generation of clean fuels and energy as well as 
facilitate the shift to a circular economy. 

Parts of the economy such as the tourism or 
agriculture industry rely on environmental inputs 
and conditions, directly or indirectly, which are 
already being affected by climate change. While 
mitigation of climate change and pollution through 
sustainable practices is the focus, there is a 
recognition that communities will need to adjust 
to the changing conditions. Building an economy 
and communities that can adapt to the new 
environmental conditions will be critical in the long 
term to manage economic risk and take advantage 
of opportunities for job creation, supply chain 
development and industry growth.  

	 Opportunities

Renewable hydrogen
The technology to develop renewable hydrogen 
as a sustainable energy storage and fuel source 
continues to evolve and improve. Early in 2021, 
National Energy Resources Australia designated the 
Greater Geelong area as a Hydrogen Technology 
cluster due to its unique access to renewable 
energy, water sources, skilled workforce, deep water 
ports, gas networks and research institutions. The 
region is positioned to be a major contributor in 
developing renewable hydrogen technology as well 
as commercialising for export and integrating into 
local supply chains. While still in its early stages, 
a renewable hydrogen industry will seek to build 
a more sustainable future and create economic 
opportunities through new employment and 
business growth.

Source: Victorian Renewable Hydrogen 
Industry Development Plan, 2021

Figure 11: How renewable hydrogen is 
made and used
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Renewable energy generation
The region currently has over 200MW of renewable 
energy capacity currently deployed as existing 
rooftop solar, large-scale solar and wind farms with 
more generators approved or under construction. 
Many parts of Australia manage levels of rooftop 
solar vastly greater than what currently exists in 
the region, indicating that there is room for rooftop 
solar to meet a far greater proportion of the region’s 
electricity needs. Momentum is also building in 
the bioenergy market with opportunities to deploy 
further solutions throughout the region particularly 
across the agriculture sector.

Source: Barwon South West Renewable Energy Roadmap, 2020

Figure 12: Proportion of households in Barwon with solar installed compared to 
other regions and states
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Resource recovery and recycling
There is strong community interest in supporting a 
zero-waste economy in the region. Geelong and the 
surrounding area has been identified as a potential 
location for recycling and resource recovery 
infrastructure facilities, building on the availability 
of accessible land and the proximity to Melbourne. 
There are opportunities and support for businesses 
in the region to develop solutions for increasingly 
complex waste disposal challenges, such as plastics, 
solar panels and batteries.

Adaptive practices
The region’s coastline is at the forefront of the 
impacts of a changing climate with forecast 
increased erosion events, storm surges and 
rising sea levels. Developing and implementing 
innovative coastal infrastructure solutions that 
protect the environment, infrastructure and retain 
the aesthetic beauty should be a priority for the 
future of the region’s visitor economy. As access to 
water becomes more scarce for industry and the 
environment, solutions for water security will need 
to be developed such as recycled water to support 
primary production, manufacturing or a future 
renewable hydrogen industry.
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	 Challenges

Equitable transition
Global experience suggests that the transition to a 
net zero emissions and zero waste economy does 
not automatically lead to broader and longer-
term regional development outcomes. Successful 
‘developmental spillover’ comes from policy which 
considers renewable energy and sustainable 
practices in a place-based, integrated perspective 
and encourages linkages to the wider regional 
economy. Ensuring that the benefit of the transition 
is shared equitably amongst communities is a 
challenge that requires concerted effort. 

Amenity impacts
Given the visual impact of renewable energy 
projects on regional landscapes, there remain 
concerns in sections of the community around 
investment in projects such as wind farms and the 
impact this might have on the visitor economy. 

	 The policy environment

Building a sustainable and climate-resilient 
economy is closely aligned with state and local 
priorities. In particular: 

•	 Victoria’s Climate Change Strategy provides a 
roadmap towards net-zero emissions by 2050.  
It includes interim targets to reduce emissions 
and pledges for energy, agriculture, transport, 
waste and forestry sectors. 

•	 The Barwon South West Renewable Energy 
Roadmap describes the current and  
future renewable capabilities of the region 
identifying solar and bioenergy as key  
priorities for the region and hydropower  
as an emerging opportunity.

•	 The Victorian Renewable Hydrogen Industry 
Development Plan sets out a blueprint to 
capitalise on renewable hydrogen’s economic 
opportunity, including creating long-term jobs 
and new career pathways and enabling the 
state’s transition to net-zero emissions.

•	 The City of Greater Geelong’s Greater Geelong: 
A Clever and Creative City details the ambition 
of the region to be carbon-neutral and be at 
the forefront of developing and implementing 
sustainable solutions.

•	 Victoria’s Recycling Victoria: A new economy  
is the state’s circular economy policy and  
10-year action plan to reduce waste and 
pollution and improve recycling in a way  
which delivers economic benefit.

•	 The Cleantech Innovations Geelong initiative 
(funded by the Victorian Government,  
Geelong Manufacturing Council and the City  
of Greater Geelong) aims to develop markets  
for clean technologies.

•	 The Victorian government has a suite of  
state-wide policies and initiatives to support  
the State’s energy sector to transition to  
net-zero emissions, which are available on 
energy.vic.gov.au.
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	 Aboriginal inclusion 

Local Traditional Owners are focused on maximising 
benefits from investments in renewable energy 
projects. The Wadawurrung Healthy Country Plan 
aims for Wadawurrung wind farms to be generating 
income and employment by 2027. Increased 
investment in the renewable energy sector and the 
circular economy is likely to create employment 
opportunities in the construction, energy and waste 
services and professional, scientific and technical 
services industries

	 How can we unlock this 
strategic direction?

To unlock this opportunity and drive growth, local, 
state and Commonwealth partners could work 
together to:

•	 Encourage the uptake of rooftop solar for both 
households and businesses to realise the full 
potential of the region’s generation capabilities.

•	 Foster a culture of innovation that explores new 
opportunities and provides solutions to local 
and external renewable energy challenges.

•	 Plan for a wide range of possible futures  
to build the region’s resilience towards  
uncertain conditions.

•	 Promote the use of Traditional Owner cultural 
practices and ownership of economic activity in 
renewable energy.

•	 Ensure solutions to renewable energy challenges 
are equitable, just and fair for all.
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05	  
Implementation

The Barwon REDS outlines the Rural 
and Regional Victoria (RRV) Group’s 
strategic approach for focusing its 
future economic development activities, 
including through policy, investment 
and program delivery, in the region. 
It is not a prescriptive roadmap for 
Victorian Government economic 
development action in Barwon. 

RRV will use the REDS to coordinate 
investments and activities in place
RRV is committed to pursuing the strategic 
directions through future policy design, investment 
and program implementation, as well as through 
collaboration across government and with regional 
partnerships, to deliver positive economic  
outcomes for the region. 

RRV recognises that effective planning policy 
and controls will be a key enabler of inclusive, 
sustainable economic growth in the Barwon region. 
Victoria’s Regional Growth Plans provide broad 
direction for land use and development, and enable 
economic growth by ensuring that infrastructure 
investment is coordinated, appropriate services 
are provided, and development meets community 
expectations. The Regional Development and 
Planning portfolios will pursue opportunities to 
ensure that as relevant state-led land use planning 
strategies, policies and controls are updated, they 
are aligned with the REDS strategic directions.

In regional cities and peri-urban towns with 
shortages of zoned land (as identified through the 
Urban Development Program), councils should 
consider asking the Minister for Planning to appoint 
the Victorian Planning Authority to lead structure 
planning and rezoning for designated areas.

Local stakeholders, industry leaders and 
government service providers can use the 
REDS to advocate for shared outcomes.
The Barwon REDS, along with the supporting 
Barwon Regional Economic Development Strategy – 
Supporting Analysis document, provides a starting 
point for an evidence-based, strategic approach to 
regional development. This approach is an ongoing 
process where specific development actions and 
projects can be proposed and considered in the 
context of alignment with the REDS. 

Regional Development Victoria – Barwon South 
West will remain the main point of contact in the 
region for facilitating and coordinating regional 
development outcomes. 

The Barwon Regional Partnership which comprises 
community and business leaders, CEOs of 
constituent Local Governments, State Government 
personnel and representatives from Regional 
Development Australia will continue to be the 
main advisory body to the Minister for Regional 
Development and other government decision-
makers on local issues and priorities. 

The Barwon REDs will provide Jobs Victoria with 
important context and understanding of local 
economic priorities and opportunities that will be a 
critical input into the planning and prioritisation of 
Jobs Victoria’s work and collaboration activities with 
our Service Partners. Jobs Victoria assists people 
looking for work, connects employers with the staff 
they need, administers wage subsidy programs and 
supports significant local employment transitions.

RRV will monitor the implementation  
of the REDS
The strategic directions in this REDS focus on 
medium- to long-term drivers of growth and 
opportunity but will be used immediately to guide 
investment in the region. Notwithstanding this 
timeframe, the strategic directions will continue to 
evolve and progress as actions and investments are 
made. To ensure ongoing relevance and accuracy, 
Rural and Regional Victoria will periodically update 
and refresh this REDS.
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Contact us

Department of Jobs,  
Precincts and Regions

Level 31, 121 Exhibition Street, 
Melbourne, VIC 3000 

T: +61 (03) 9651 9999

djpr.vic.gov.au
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Accessibility 

If you would like to receive this publication in  
an accessible format, telephone 03 9651 9999  
or email internal.communications@ecodev.vic.gov.au. 
This document is also available in accessible  
Word format at djpr.vic.gov.au

https://djpr.vic.gov.au/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/au/
mailto:internal.communications%40ecodev.vic.gov.au?subject=
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