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2 – Conceptualising peri-urban regions 17

landholder interest in amenity defined as lifestyle factors and environmental landscape 
attributes, consuming both land and resources but producing little or nothing of value. 
Amenity farming is usually small lot, described as ‘rural-residential’ or ‘hobby farming’ 
and even sometimes taking the form of large residential lots. Buxton et al. (2007) 
proposed the notion of ‘rural dilution’ as  characteristic of the impacts of amenity 
 landholders on  traditional production.
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Fig. 2.1. Australian peri-urban typology. Source: Buxton and Low Choy (2007).
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2 – Conceptualising peri-urban regions 23

‘complex functional relations’ of urban fringe areas and the high levels of complementarity 
between functions in different parts of urban systems. Cusin et al. (2016) argued that 
freeway construction made peri-urbanisation possible in France from the 1970s,  promoting 
an urban exodus for a middle class aspiring to detached housing:

Peri-urbanisation involves integrating rural and urban areas into urban unit zones of 
influence. The stronger functional tie between peripheral municipalities and 
employment catchment areas is therefore due to both the commuting distance of 
people working in those units and the attraction those same units exert on working 
people living in municipalities undergoing peri-urbanisation (Cusin et al. 2016:658).

Rapid development is altering urban structural elements in many cities across the 
world, in very short time periods. A reliance on functional definitions can also lead to 
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Fig. 2.2. Peri-urban areas in France by zone. Source: Cusin et al. (2016).
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The Future of the Fringe38

government, with bipartisan support, passed the Native Vegetation Management Act 1985 
and established a Native Vegetation Authority to establish the scheme at a cost of over 
$70 million in landowner payments.

Outright land purchase to bring land into public ownership is the most permanent 
method of protecting green belts. Land purchased is often used for farming or other rural 
purposes under lease, or forms part of extended parkland areas. Boulder, Colorado, for 
example, has a long tradition of land purchase for parkland, comprising areas which even-
tually became an extended green belt. The city established a land purchase fund as early as 
1967, financed by a sales tax. It has purchased over 18 000 ha at a cost of US$200 million 
(Hoggart 2005). Large areas of green belt land have been purchased progressively in 
Britain. For example, the London County Council purchased 55 square miles (142 km2) of 
land for the London Green Belt (Morris 1997). In Australia, during the 1970s the Victorian 
government purchased and restructured many thousands of old and inappropriate 
 subdivisions in the Dandenong Ranges. Since 1916, tens of thousands of lots had been 
subdivided in areas of high conservation value and bushfire risk. State, regional and local 
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change factors. But the most important element is the land use planning rules which deter-
mine land parcel size and uses. As seen in Chapter 3, strong rules maintain rural land 
characteristics, weak ones lead to their loss. Planning rules influence land value, and 
planning systems intersect with amenity and production value, as shown in the 
 examination of production and consumption landscapes (Chapter 2), multi-functional or 
homogeneous land uses (Chapter 3) and the discussion of amenity (Chapters 2 and 6).

Barr’s (2003) investigation of the ratio between land value and production value on 
Victorian farms showed that rural land price was strongly related to land size. Barr did 
not, however, examine the relationships between land size, use and price, allocating all 
peri-urban land to an amenity category and minimising the value and future potential of 
agricultural production there. Parsons (2017), in a case study of three Victorian peri-urban 
councils, reinforced Barr’s findings on land price and size. Parsons demonstrated that land 
value per hectare increased as land size decreased, the rate of increase over time was higher 
for smaller land parcels, and the value per hectare of larger parcels tended to be stable 
(shown in Figure 4.1).

Barr estimated a ratio of land value to production value of 8:1 in peri-urban areas 
compared to a ratio of 2:1 in the production landscapes of rural areas beyond peri-urban 
boundaries (Barr and Karunaratne 2002). Barr again explained this in terms of the demand 
for higher amenity influencing peri-urban land values compared to more distant agricul-
tural landscapes, arguing that peri-urban amenity was the principal cause of land value. 
Nelson (1990), however, suggested a more complicated explanation for differences in land 
value, pointing out that agricultural land close to land which attracts an amenity premium is 
traded for its production value provided there is certainty about continuation of agriculture.

Fig. 4.1. Sale price per hectare by parcel size, all rural zones, Baw Baw Local Government Area. 
Source: Parsons (2017).
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The Future of the Fringe80

fringe area development, the highest levels of urban containment in Australia. The plan 
will substantially increase average gross densities of development within both activity 
centres and fringe areas, further reducing pressure on the green belt. The average gross 
dwelling yield from broadhectare land was assumed to be 10 lots per hectare in the 2010 
plan, but the 2017 plan raised this to 35 dwellings per hectare.

Fig. 7.1. Adelaide environment and food production areas. Source: DPTI (2017) (authors’ map).

Best international practice

The Adelaide model replicates central elements of best international peri-urban 
practice, as shown in three North American cities. They put primary emphasis on the 
values of a green belt linked to a UGB which limits and intensifies urban growth. In all 
three cities, multiple municipalities have maintained long-term common policies to 
protect agriculture and other non-urban values. Independent authorities administer 
legislation and policy.

The Vancouver Agricultural Land Reserve is a 4.72 million ha area which includes 
61 000 ha of metropolitan agricultural land. An independent commission administers 
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7 – Australian green belts 81

Melbourne green belt
The introduction of a legislated UGB and broad green belt in Melbourne’s 2002 strategic 
plan, Melbourne 2030, was widely recognised as best international practice until the Victo-
rian government abandoned the plan in 2010. Melbourne’s peri-urban area consists of 
inner and outer peri-urban zones. The inner zone is a conventional green belt extending 
between a legislated UGB at the metropolitan edge and the rural boundaries of 17 fringe 
area municipalities, over 8829 km2. The outer zone consists of the next belt of eight rural 
councils, four regional cities and a range of townships extending in an arc around the 
Melbourne metropolitan area.

Melbourne’s green belt was officially established in the 1971 Melbourne strategic plan 
(MMBW 1971). The non-urban zones, including nine green wedges expanded into a 
broader green belt, covered 2400 km2 or about half the greater Melbourne planning area. 
The primary objective followed the traditional emphasis on protection: the non-urban 
countryside was preserved between urban corridors and was intended to ‘provide relief 
from continuous building development. The preservation of countryside near to estab-
lished population is a most important consideration’ (MMBW 1967:14–16). However, the 
green belt included a range of other objectives that strictly exclude urban-related uses. It 
aimed to protect areas of high natural amenity including landscapes and other environ-
mental features such as native vegetation, primary production, and deposits of minerals 
and other resources, to maintain rural activities and to provide locations for major public 
utility installations and large institutions.

The Minister for Local Government, R.J. Hamer, reinforced the British green belt tradi-
tion and the importance given to a green belt by theorists such as Lewis Mumford (1961) as 
an end in itself. Hamer stated as early as 1966 that:

a widely dispersed metropolis, unless carefully planned, raised a threat to the 
surrounding countryside, and nobody could happily contemplate a future 
metropolis of seemingly endless suburbia spreading outwards indefinitely. It must 
be strongly emphasised that future planning should take full account of 
the  surrounding countryside as a vital part of the metropolitan environment 
(MMBW 1967:29).

legislation which restricts urban-related uses and subdivision. There has been little 
change to boundaries or uses since the reserve was instituted in 1973, and the 
definition of boundaries is based on a land capability assessment. The primary focus 
redirects metropolitan growth as incompatible with the purposes of the reserve. Metro 
Vancouver produces 27% of the value of British Columbia’s agriculture, on 1.5% of 
provincial land.

In 2005, the Ontario provincial government passed legislation to establish a 
Toronto UGB and green belt of 730 000 ha in the Golden Horseshoe region. Planning 
requires urban intensification and identifies protected countryside which includes 
biodiversity and agricultural values.

Oregon’s Land Use Act 1980 required UGBs around metropolitan areas. A metro 
regional government oversees the Toronto UGB and protects farmland in the Exclusive 
Farm Use Zone with a minimum subdivision size of 80 ha.
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7 – Australian green belts 83

These expansions removed incentives to transfer metropolitan growth and more efficiently 
use urban land. Instead of reducing new corridor housing from 39% to 31% in accordance 
with the planning strategy Melbourne 2030, these UGB expansions led to the proportion of 
Melbourne’s growth located in corridors rising to 48%. Planned new corridor dwellings 
therefore rose from 180 000 in 2004 to 225 000 in 2005 at a net residential density of 11 
dwellings per hectare, to 284 000 in 2008 at 12.5 net dwellings per hectare. The Baillieu 
Coalition government expanded the UGB still further, adding another 6000 ha in 2012. 
This represented a 30-year outer urban land supply at a low 12.5 lots per hectare, a supply 
probably unmatched anywhere in the world.

Lessons from the Australian green belt experience
Differences in Australian green belt planning offer important lessons. The first is that 
planning for green belts and for areas designated for future urban growth must occur 
together. Unless adequate areas for urban growth are identified, development and popula-
tion pressures will lead to irresistible pressure on governments to resume green belt areas 
for urban expansion. The 1947 Sydney metropolitan plan correctly proposed that the 

Fig. 7.2. Progressive expansion of the Melbourne green belt. Source: Data from DPCD 
2007–2019 (author’s map).
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Population change in peri-urban Australia

Australia’s population geography and the place of peri-urban 
regions
Australia is an urban nation. Almost two-thirds of Australians live in the five largest met-
ropolitan cities, and a further 17.3% in urban communities of between 50 000 and 1 million 
people. The national population share of small towns and rural areas is declining (ABS 
2017b), and has been for several decades.

Population growth in Australian cities remains concentrated on the suburban fringe, 
despite the recent growth in inner and middle-ring urban housing and population growth 
that has reversed the trends evident throughout most of the 20th century. Housing on the 
urban fringe is largely focused in greenfield sites, occasionally extending into exurban 
areas where the distinct morphology of Australian suburbia is less evident, but the func-
tional nature of residential dominance remains.

Those areas outside Australia’s major cities experiencing population growth are typi-
cally within easy daily reach of larger urban centres, or in distinct amenity regions such as 
coastal areas and hillscapes. These regions are largely the focus of this book – peri-urban 
regions that are beyond the formal, planned expansion of the distinct and morphologically 
urban Australia but are still functionally connected, through interdependence and daily 
mobility, to large cities.

In general, the vast agricultural and pastoral regions of inland Australia have experi-
enced population decline for several decades, punctuated by occasional reversals such as 
mining-led booms leading to often short-lived influxes of residents. Population growth in 
a few larger regional centres has often been based around the centralisation of govern-
ment and commercial services, including banks, schools, retailing and public utilities, 
with mixed and often contradictory policy responses (Collits 2011; PCA 2018). In many 
inland rural regions, the experience of population loss or centralisation is concurrent 
with increasing scale and productivity in the agricultural economy, processes discussed 
further in Chapter 9. Figure 8.1 depicts large areas of inland Australia experiencing 
population decline; some sparsely populated areas of inland, central and Western Aus-
tralia have seen growth, albeit in small numbers, often linked to mining activity. Most 
population growth is concentrated in and around larger population centres and along the 
east coast of Australia.

Overall, Australia continues to experience consistently high rates of population growth 
driven largely by overseas migration, which is firmly focused on the large metropolitan 
regions of Melbourne, Sydney, Brisbane and Perth. In 2018, net overseas migration 
accounted for 60% of Australian population growth; of that, over 75% went to major cities 
(ABS 2018a). International immigrants settle disproportionately in the largest metropolitan 
cities despite long-standing programs to encourage regional skilled migration (Cameron 
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2011; Wilson 2015). Predominantly, international immigrants to large Australian cities are 
younger than the national average age and comprise cohorts such as students and working-
age adults, a product of the skills-based immigration policy model. Domestic migration to 
Australia’s larger cities also involves young adults, who are following opportunities for work 
and education in urban-focused economies.

Despite significant metropolitan growth, trends in counter-urbanisation continue. 
This is largely the process that has led to the development of distinct and expansive peri-
urban regions. Such regions are evident not only around large metropolitan cities, but also 
surround smaller regional cities. Counter-flows in urban–rural migration also extend to 
distinctly rural areas, often characterised by older populations seeking housing affordabil-
ity, an imagined rural idyll, or long-standing narratives of welfare-led migration (Hugo 
and Bell 1998; Buckle and Drozdzewski 2018).

In Australia’s expanding peri-urban regions, population change is varied. It centres on 
diverse drivers such as relative housing affordability, perception of lifestyle, accessibility 
and commuting. From a population perspective, the distinctiveness of these regions is 
typically one of population growth, as opposed to the static and declining populations 
experienced in other rural regions beyond Australia’s coastal communities. However, 
there are varying characteristics of peri-urban communities, including the demographics 
of newcomers to these locations.

Fig. 8.1. Average annual population change, 2006–2016 (Statistical Area 2). Source: ABS (2017a).
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Population trends
The identified peri-urban regions are experiencing population growth; however, the rate is 
varied. Population growth rates are considerably higher than in many other parts of 
regional Australia, but slower than that experienced in the largest metropolitan cities of 
Australia. Overall, the nominated case study regions grew by an annual average of 1.7% 
between 2006 and 2016. Table 8.2 indicates the highest growth in the Perth peri-urban 
region, followed by the SEQ region. Only these two and the Victorian region experienced 
population growth at higher rates than Australia’s Major Cities over the period 2006–2016. 
Rates of growth were slower in the region surrounding Adelaide.

Within the selected peri-urban regions, population change varied (see Figs 8.3, 8.4). 
Distinct patterns of growth were apparent in areas closest to larger cities, but also in several 
discrete high-growth regions such as the in coastal areas to Melbourne’s south-east and 
south-west, and the coastal areas both north and south of Perth.

Age and migration
Australia has experienced an ageing population over several decades. This process of 
ageing is evident in urban and rural regions, but is most distinct in pastoral and agricul-
tural areas where population decline is also a feature of demographic processes. In some 
areas, outward migration of younger people occurs alongside inward migration of older 
people, exacerbating ageing trends. In the selected peri-urban regions, processes are 
mixed. Certainly, these areas are characterised by an older population than Australia in 
general, particularly metropolitan Australia, but within the study regions the age struc-
ture is varied. The processes of regional migration that drive peri-urbanisation reveal 
these age-specific patterns, whether as distinct regions of rural retirement migration or, 

Table 8.2. Population change and age indicators, 2006–2016
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NSW peri-urban 450 050 510 615 1.3 125 418 175 508 34.4 3.4

SEQ peri- urban 208 843 257 999 2.1 53 139 82 266 31.9 4.5

SA peri-urban 149 087 175 239 1.6 43 970 63 761 36.4 3.8

VIC peri-urban 308 503 377 147 2.0 87 511 131 073 34.8 4.1

WA peri-urban 56 768 73 870 2.7 16 035 24 922 33.7 4.5

All peri-urban 1 173 251 1 394 870 1.7 326 073 477 530 34.2 3.9

Source: ABS (2017a).
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Fig. 8.4. Melbourne peri-urban region average annual population change, 2006–2016.

at another extreme, areas where young families are prominent, representing forms of 
displaced suburbia (Zasada et al. 2017; Butt 2013a) beyond typical metropolitan fringe 
housing markets.

Figures 8.5 and 8.6 show several locations where an aged population is significant 
within the peri-urban study areas, and other locations with a younger population than the 
general Australian population. For example, the coastal regions south of Sydney and Wol-
longong reveal areas with high proportions of older people (from pre-retirement age 
onwards), and some with lower proportions in areas close to the Sydney southern fringe. 
Victor Harbour and the Fleurieu Peninsula south of Adelaide present some of the highest 
proportion of older populations in peri-urban regions.

Migration patterns into the peri-urban regions reflect these patterns of ageing, with 
high levels of older people and those closer to retirement age moving into the study areas 
over several decades, including between 2011 and 2016. In coastal regions near Melbourne, 
for example, the largest cohorts of in-migration are for people aged 50–70, typically from 
outer metropolitan regions and urban Geelong. Similar patterns can be seen in SEQ and 
areas surrounding Adelaide (see Fig. 8.7). This reinforced the ageing profile of the study 
regions, with consequent concern for future local service provision and housing options 
(Winterton et al. 2019).

Peri-urban Australia is less culturally diverse than the broader Australian population. 
Table 8.3 indicates that the peri-urban regions have considerably fewer overseas-born resi-
dents by proportion than metropolitan Australia, and a much smaller proportion of recent 
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ABS 2018b), although this does not necessarily apply in more remote rural areas (Wilkin-
son and Butt 2013). Peri-urban residents have access to both higher-paid work in central 
metropolitan areas and to lower-paid work on the metropolitan fringe.

In the case study regions, a large proportion – but rarely the majority – of employed 
residents travel to a major city. The highest proportion travel >10 km and a high propor-
tion >30 km, mostly by car. Across the regions, these levels vary significantly (noting that 
inclusion in the study was partly based on a threshold proportion of a commuting 
workforce).

Figure 8.8 shows the proportion of the working population in each area who commute 
to the nearby metropolitan region, based on 2016 Census data. Most evidently this 

Table 8.4. Journey to work, distance and destination (% of total working population), 2016

Peri-urban region Travel >30km (%) Workforce commuting to major city (%)

NSW 33.0 19.7

SEQ 35.7 18.1

WA 43.0 18.0

SA 34.6 34.2

VIC 38.9 23.1

Source: ABS (2017a, b).

Fig. 8.8. Journey to work to Melbourne metropolitan area (% of total working population), 2016. 
Source: ABS (2017b).
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In Adelaide, vegetable growing offers high returns on small areas (such as the tomato 
growing areas of the Virginia Plains north of Adelaide), with an average area of 8.22 ha 
and production per hectare of $71  647, although the overall scale of the average farm 
business is lower on average that in other regions, particularly the irrigated Riverland 
region (see Table 9.5).

These patterns point to dominant trends towards fewer, larger farms, but this trend is 
not uniform. In peri-urban areas, small-scale farms have grown in number with produc-
tion concentrated in few industries, notably cattle production and intensive animal opera-
tions, as well as some potentially tourism-focused activities such as wine grape growing. 
The share of peri-urban farm production to overall national agricultural output has not 
changed dramatically (Houston 2005; Budge et al. 2012; Butt 2013a). However, an increas-
ing bifurcation is apparent between large-scale operations in industries such as intensive 
poultry raising and the many small-scale sub-commercial farms in industries such as 
cattle farming (Butt 2013b).

Differences in farm scale are evident through turnover (or Estimate Value of Agricul-
tural Operation) in different regions. For example, Figure 9.1 describes an expected higher 
proportion of smaller farms (with an annual value of operations below $100 000) in peri-
urban Queensland, when compared to the state overall. However, it is notable that the 
immediate metropolitan fringe area has a smaller proportion of low-turnover operations 
when compared to the extensive region. This reflects the presence of some high-value 

Table 9.5. Adelaide region averages – vegetable growing

Yield ($/ha)
Scale  

(ha/business)
Business size  
($/business)

SA average 45 231.28 34.95 1 581 017.49

Immediate metro region 71 647.48 8.22 588 681.47
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Fig. 9.1. Total farm businesses (%) by annual turnover, Queensland, 2016. Source: ABS (2018d).
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Fig. 11.1. SEQ planning area. Source: Author’s map, based on DILGP (2017).

Rural land
Rural precincts are formally recognised in the RLRPA surrounding the urban footprint 
and Rural Living Area. The RLRPA covers an area of 1 933 000 ha and comprises 84% of 
the region. Shaping SEQ states that the area ‘is to be protected from inappropriate develop-
ment, particularly urban and rural residential development’, and recognises both its 
natural values and its economic and social and cultural benefits. This area is intended to 
protect environmental values, particularly scenic amenity, regional parkland, vegetation, 
biodiversity and ecosystems, and provide biodiversity corridors and inter-urban breaks. It 
also aims to protect natural resources such as agriculture in the SEQ, which generates 
$1.16 billion annually, representing 9.8% of Queensland’s total gross value of agricultural 
commodities.

Existing land fragmentation is a particular problem. There are over 100 000 rural resi-
dential lots in SEQ, most in the RLRPA. Large numbers do not have existing dwellings. 
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