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Hello,
 
I would like to submit some feedback/input regarding the reform of the Local Government Act.
 
I’ve heard there is some intent through the review/reform to reign in the power of Local
Government Authorities (LGAs) wherever possible on the basis that they are incompetent and
corrupt. The thinking is that the state is a better steward of local affairs and LGAs require stricter
governance. This is understandable, however it will undermine initiatives by the state and
Commonwealth governments to decentralise economic development in WA.
 
To put it simply, centralised economic development is a symptom of centralised political power.
Attached is my PhD research proposal from the University of Western Australia. This exciting bit
of research is a bit young to fully inform your review, but the literature review is a worthwhile
read. I will summarise briefly here.
 
In the economic geography the term urban primacy is used to refer to a territory where
urbanisation/economic development is concentrated in one metropolitan region. Australian
states exhibit some of the most extreme examples of urban primacy in the world. This reality has
long figured into Australian political debate with several failed attempts by state and
Commonwealth governments to decentralise population and economic activity. Thanks to recent
scientific studies, this historic mystery may be a few steps closer to being solved.
 
Decentralised urban systems (which are relatively rare) are characterised by strong local and
state governments with considerable political, administrative and fiscal autonomy/power.
Usually urban primacy is a national phenomenon with countries like Thailand, France, Argentina,
Mexico and Kenya being classic cases. Because of Australia’s federal structure, which has granted
the states considerable power, urban primacy is not a national feature of Australia. This is why
economic geographers often miss the fact that Australia’s enormous states exhibit extreme
urban primacy. But why?
 
Latest research would suggest Australian states exhibit urban primacy because local
governments are relatively weak. For example, they are legally creatures of the state, working at
the pleasure of the state. The state may abolish a local government council. An LGA cannot
independently develop and fund major works of infrastructure without the state’s permission
and support. Their level of dependency is colonial in flavour because centralised power is
colonial in origin. In many respects the WA economy still exhibits colonial economic motion.
 
This Australian context can be compared/contrasted with the United States. While they are
extremely different countries today, they have strikingly similar original circumstances
(remoteness, low population, in the US west an inhospitable climate). Despite these similarities
the two nations have divergent urban geographies. The United States is perhaps the best
example of a decentralised urban system in the world. Both nationally and within its large states,
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RESEARCH PROPOSAL 
A Scarcity of Large, Non-Capital Cities: A national analysis of the drivers of urban primacy in Australia 


Summary 
Urban primacy is a term used to describe urban systems where the largest city is disproportionately large. 
Research has shown that political and economic forces have an influence in shaping city-size distributions 
like urban primacy, which has a strong correlative link with political factors (Anthony, 2014). Primate cities 
such as Bangkok, Buenos Aires, Paris, Moscow and Mexico City, are often state or national capitals where 
political, fiscal and administrative powers are centralised. When the population of one city far exceeds that 
of others, it can influence the distribution of public resources throughout the urban system. Urban primacy 
can have negative consequences on both the primate city and its urban system. Primate cities experience 
congestion and pollution, hampering their development. In addition, the population growth and development 
of second tier cities within the urban system can be inhibited as state resourcing frequently favours the 
primate city. This research will focus on understanding primacy in Australian state urban systems, some of 
the most extreme examples in the world. While urban primacy is an enduring characteristic of Australian 
states (O’Connor, 2001), with some acknowledging its extremity (Short & Pinet-Peralta, 2009; Statham, 
1990), there has been limited research examining underlying drivers. Based on a comprehensive literature 
review on the political-institutional drivers of primacy, this study will explore the relevance of current 
understandings of primacy to the Australian case study using a mixed-methods approach. The research will 
build a profile of Australian primacy based upon time-series empirical tests of city populations and an 
analysis of how fiscal, political and administrative powers are configured in Australia. Australia’s profile 
will be compared with the body of knowledge about power and primacy. In general, it is hypothesised that 
Australian urban primacy is politically driven and topology is of limited influence. Specifically, a top-heavy 
configuration of fiscal and administrative powers between tiers of government render the lowest tier, Local 
Government Areas (LGAs), limited in power to access resources and stimulate growth. Should the findings 
of this research suggest political factors play a significant role in Australian primacy, this might help to 
explain the scarcity of large non-capital cities in Australia and why urbanisation tends to gravitate around 
capital city regions. 


1. Background 
Urban primacy is debated in economics and economic geography with uneven development often 
concomitant with unequal access to resources (e.g. education, healthcare, public and private resources) and 
the redistribution of wealth from one region to another often linked to the exploitation of resource rich areas 
(Aroca & Atienza, 2016; Horner & Hulme, 2017; O'Connor et al., 2001). Despite the long discourse in these 
fields regarding spatial socio-economic imbalance, rectifying it from a policy perspective is often difficult 
(Martin, 2015). This is largely because the very policy ‘solutions’ aimed at addressing uneven development, 
such as the development of second city growth poles (Abou-Korin, 2010; Rondinelli, 1983) or financial 
transfers, may exacerbate the condition by benefitting core areas over periphery economies (Martinus, 2018; 
Tonts et al., 2013). 


While urban primacy is an enduring characteristic of Australian states, recognised in the late 19th century 
(Merrett, 1977) and still acknowledged for its extremity (Short & Pinet-Peralta, 2009), there has been 
limited research to date examining underlying drivers. This research aims to address this gap by examining 
the relevance of drivers (historic, political, economic, and geographic) found in the literature to the 
Australian context. This proposal is structured as follows. The next section reviews the prevalent literature 
on urban primacy including its political and economic drivers, with particular attention to role of power at 
the different levels of government. The third section describes the Australian case study. This is followed by 
a description of a mixed methods case study using regression, content and comparative analyses. The 
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research will produce a profile of Australian primacy that can be contextualised within the body of 
knowledge about power and primacy. 


2. Urban primacy and its drivers 
Urban hierarchies have long been a subject of enquiry for geographers (Christaller, 1933; Jefferson, 1939), 
economists (Losch 1954; Ades & Glaeser, 1995; Henderson 2003; Kim & Law 2016) and sociologists ((El-
Shakhs, 1972). It was Christaller (1933), drawing on the German physicist Auerbach’s (1913) ideas that 
city-size hierarchies could be approximated by a power law, that provided the impetus of Central Place 
Theory (CPT) - a geographically and environmentally blind geometric model of city size distribution. The 
idea that urban hierarchies could be measured linearly appealed to the statistical theories (e.g. probability 
theory, general equilibrium theory) employed by economists, particularly as a standard measure leant itself 
to the idea of developing a spatial law (Gibrat, 1931; Losch, 1954; Singer, 1936; Stewart, 1947). In this 
regard, Zipf’s Law, developed by the linguist Zipf (1949), emerged as a predictive measure of spatial 
hierarchy. In short, Zipf’s law states that the population of a city is the inverse of its rank. As shown in 
Figure 1, where black circles represent the relative size of cities, the second largest city is half the size of the 
largest city, the third largest city is one-third the size of the largest city and so on. Zipf’s law is significant 
for two reasons. First, it was seminal to how economists began to measure urban hierarchies (Vining, 1955). 
Second, Zipf’s law represented a conceptual milestone; the prevalent global conformity of urban systems to 
the law reinforced an expectation that it was a natural, mature city-size distribution. It therefore became the 
standard against which primate urban systems were judged. 


Figure 1: Zipf’s Law vs Urban Primacy of 3.0 


!  


In a separate strand of literature, polarised urban hierarchies were observed for centuries by social theorists 
(Meyer, 2018), and most notably brought to the fore by economic geographers with Jefferson (1939) 
describing urban primacy as an urban system dominated by its largest city, usually the political capital. He 
noted that ‘in 28 of the leading countries of the world the largest city is more than twice as large as the 
next… a constancy of recurrence that gives this relation the status of law’ (p.227). Whilst Jefferson’s work 
might be considered somewhat rudimentary both empirically and theoretically (Meyer, 2018), his ratio-
based method has endured in terms of measuring the evenness of development (Fang et al., 2017). 


Smith (1990) notes that while Zipf’s law was viewed as the natural/normal condition of an urban system, 
early theoretical analyses of primacy described it as a problematic, top-heavy deviation from Zipf’s law 
(Berry et al. 1970). Figure 1 compares Zipf’s law with Short and Pinet-Peralta’s (2009) minimal measure of 
urban primacy, 3.0, signifying the largest city’s population is three times greater than the second and third 
largest city populations combined, a ’substantial concentration’ (2009: 1251). Short and Pinet-Peralta’s 
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definition of primacy represents an urban system dominated by its largest city, a stark contrast with an urban 
hierarchy conforming to Zipf’s law . The apparent dichotomy between Zipf’s law and urban primacy 1


influenced how economic geographers (Hoselitz, 1955), demographers (Browning, 1958; Hauser, 1957) and 
urban historians (Lampard, 1955) interpreted urban primacy. Primacy was described as an over 
concentration of economic development into one city and conceptually linked with colonisation because 
many large primate cities are capitals of former colonies. Post-colonial primate cities such as Manila 
(Phillipines), Jakarta (Indonesia) and Kuala Lumpur (Malaysia) were viewed as overly large foreign 
impositions of economic ‘parasitism’ (Hoselitz, 1955: 278; Lampard, 1955: 131) characterised by extraction, 
foreign dependence and a capital that hoarded economic surplus generated in the hinterland. Primate cities 
were described as economically ‘alien’ (Ginsburg, 1955: p.458), their colonial origins rendered them so 
focused on foreign interests they neglected national development and suppressed second cities (Browning, 
1958; Hauser, 1957). Contrary to these assertions, El-Shakhs’s (1972) analysis suggested primacy could play 
a supportive role in economic development. His study found the relationship between primacy and economic 
development is often bell-shaped, where in early stages of development rising primacy supports 
modernisation and in later stages primacy declines as wealth and population are better distributed. Thus, 
Zipf’s law was the city-size distribution characteristic of a mature, developed economy whilst primacy 
represented an immature, developing urban system.  


El-Shakhs’s (1972) bell-shaped finding was replicated in subsequent analyses of aggregate global samples 
where measures of primacy correlated negatively with moderate to high GDP per capita (Davis & 
Henderson, 2003; Junius, 1997; Wheaton & Shishido, 1981). However, these studies also identified 
exceptions where measures of primacy remained high despite rising GDP per capita. In these examples 
economic activity appeared to over-concentrate in primate cities whilst second-tier cities lagged behind in 
population growth. These contrasting examples of primacy prompted a wave of research into the key 
economic and political drivers of urban primacy which are considered below and compiled in Table 1. 
Illustrated in Table 1, collectively these studies suggest a general profile of urban primacy as being relatively 
common in political capitals of centralised states and uncommon in geographically large, wealthy countries 
with urban populations over two million (Davis & Henderson, 2003). 


The large body of work by Henderson (1974, 1980, 1982, 2000, 2002, 2003, 2005; Henderson & Becker, 
2000; Henderson et al., 2001; Davis & Henderson, 2003) produced two major insights. First, his research 
emphasised the importance of political factors in urban primacy. Henderson (1974, 1980) conceived of 
infrastructure as a magnet of agglomeration – if you build it, they will come. He found that the shape of an 
urban hierarchy is a reflection of its government, specifically the political-institutional processes that 
determine how and where resources are provided (Henderson 1982). He suggested economic (GDP), 
demographic (population) and, crucially, political factors (e.g. capital city status, taxes, trade policy, land 
policy, and form of government) coalesce to determine where infrastructure is distributed and therefore 
where cities grow (Henderson, 2000; Henderson & Becker, 2000; Henderson et al., 2001; Davis & 
Henderson, 2003). Second, Henderson (2000, 2002; 2003) argued that the size distribution of cities in an 
urban system, not degree of urbanisation per se, was critical to productivity growth. He framed primacy as a 
trait of all economies, the question is whether or not it supports development. Henderson applied economic, 
demographic, and geographic factors in a predictive model of productivity growth to determine an 
economy’s optimal degree of urban primacy, defined as the measure of primacy that maximises growth 
(Henderson 2003). He found optimal measures of primacy decline as total urban population, level of 
development (measured as output per worker) and geographic size increase because the economy has the 
space and the means to spread out (Henderson, 2003; Davis & Henderson, 2003). Conversely, smaller, 


 Using Short & Pinet-Peralta’s urban primacy measurement, an urban hierarchy conforming to Zipf’s law would 1


measure 1.2, well below Short & Pinet-Peralta’s 3.0 threshold.
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Table 1: Various factors examined in the study of urban primacy and their relationship with primacy


Factor Positive Relationship Negative Relationship No Relationship


Capital City Status Jefferson 1939, Ginsburg 1955, Browning 1958, Berry 1961, 
Berry & Horton 1970, Owen & Witton 1973, Henderson 
1980, Gilbert & Gugler 1982, Gugler 1982, DeCola 1984, 
Matzke 1985, Mutlu 1989, Kasarda & Crenshaw 1991, Ades 
& Glaeser 1995, Krugman 1996, Moomaw & Shatter 1996, 
Gabaix 1999, World Bank 1999, Henderson 2000, Henderson 
& Becker 2000, Henderson Shalizi & Venables 2000, 
Henderson 2002a, Davis & Henderson 2003, Moomaw & 
Alwosabi 2004, Karayalcin 2005, Galiani & Kim 2008, Short 
& Pinet-Peralta 2009, Duranton 2009, Quigley 2009, Martin 
2015, Aroca & Atienza 2016, Farahmand et al. 2010, 
Anthony 2014, Kim & Law 2016, Heider et al., 2017, 
Rossman 2018


Centralised political power/
Low degree of local 
autonomy


Henderson 1980, Carroll 1982, Henderson 1982, Vining 
1985, Mutlu 1989, Kasarda & Crenshaw 1991, Ades & 
Glaeser 1995, Junius 1997, Henderson 2000, Henderson & 
Becker 2000, Davis & Henderson 2003, Galiani & Kim 2008, 
Kim 2008, Duranton 2009; Henderson & Venables 2009, 
Quigley 2009, Short & Pinet-Peralta 2009, Abou-Korin 2010, 
Farahmand 2010, Galiani & Kim 2011, Dijkstra 2013, 
Anthony 2014, Kim & Law 2016, Rossman 2018


Geographic Area Mehta, 1964, Linsky 1965, Berry & Horton 1970, 
Carroll 1982, Sheppard 1982, DeCola 1984, 
Matzke 1985, Mutlu 1989, Kasarda & Crenshaw 
1991, Mills & Hamilton 1994, Junius 1997, 
Henderson 2000, Henderson 2003, Short & Pinet-
Peralta 2009


Population Mehta 1964, Rosen & Resnick 1980, Sheppard 
1982, Matzke 1985, Mutlu 1989, Kasarda & 
Crenshaw 1989, Ades & Glaeser 1995, Moomaw & 
Shatter 1996, Junius 1997, Henderson 2000, 
Moomaw & Alwosabi 2004, Farahmand et al. 
2001, Anthony 2014, Wan et al. 2017


Regional infrastructure 
provision


El Shakhs 1972, Rosen & Resnick 1980, Ades & 
Glaeser 1995, Gallup et al 1999, Henderson 2000, 
Henderson, Lee & Lee 2001; Henderson, Shalizi & 
Venables 2001, Davis & Henderson 2003, Anthony 
2014


Economic Development Mera 1973 (for developing countries), Owen & Witton 1973 
(at low levels of economic development)


Hauser 1957, Ginsburg 1955, Linsky 1965, Owen 
& Witton 1973, Rosen & Resnick 1980, Sheppard 
1982, Matzke 1985, Vining 1985, Mills & 
Hamilton 1994, Moomaw & Shatter 1996, 
Moomaw & Alwosabi 2004, Karayalcin 2005, 
Short & Pinet-Peralta 2009, Antony 2014


Berry 1961, Mehta 
1964, Richardson & 
Schwartz 1988, Pholo-
Bala 2009


Colonial History Hoselitz 1955, Berry 1961, Linksy 1965, Matzke 1985, 
Lyman 1992, Junius 1997, Galiani & Kim 2008, Galiani & 
Kim 2011


Short & Pinet-Peralta 
2009 (cite non-colonial 
examples)


Export/foreign dependence Mehta 1964, Linsky 1965, Rosen & Resnick 1980, Carroll 
1982, Sheppard 1982, Matzke 1985


Moomaw & Shatter, 1996


Urban Population Matzke 1985, Mutlu 1989, Davis & Henderson 
2003, Farahmand et al. 2010


Urbanisation Sheppard 1982 Berry 1961, Mehta 
1964, Berry & Horton 
1970, Carroll 1982, 
DeCola 1984


Political instability present Owen & Witton 1973, Vining 1985, Nedal et al. 2015


Import substituting 
industrialization


Hanson, 1992; Livas Elizondo, 1992; Krugman & Elizondo, 
1996; Clarke 2012


Primate city = Port city Berry 1961, Davis & Henderson 2003
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poorer nations’ optimal degree of primacy is high because primacy is supportive of early economic 
development, concentrating scarce resources and enabling the economy to gain a foothold before spreading 
out as it matures (Henderson 2003). Henderson's results were consistent with studies of primacy generally 
where measures of primacy negatively correlated with land mass, population and GDP per capita (see Table 
1). Henderson (2003) attributed deviations from optimal primacy to policies and political institutions. For 
example, in the case of excessive primacy, where the primate city’s relative size is oppressively large, 
Henderson asserted that this was the result of political institutions facilitating the favouritism of one city, 
usually the capital. Henderson concluded that sub-optimal primacy carries significant costs, on average 
growth losses of ‘1.41% a year for a one standard deviation’ (p.58) above/below optimal primacy. 


The correlation between excessive primacy and certain political factors – capital city status and centralised 
political power - as argued by Henderson (2003) is supported elsewhere. For example, Anthony (2014: 35) 
remarks that a ‘multitude of empirical analyses have looked at the statistical importance of a city's capital 
status, with all of the research unanimously finding a significant and positive relationship.’ Indeed, many 
found strong positive correlations between high measures of urban primacy and capital city status (Anthony, 
2014; Galiani & Kim, 2011; Kim & Law, 2016; Martin, 2015; Quigley, 2009; Rossman, 2018; Short & 
Pinet-Peralta, 2009). The agglomeration of government jobs, lobbying activity, population and business 
within capital cities provides a magnet attracting further population, businesses, government resources and 
investment at the expense of other regions (Galiani & Kim, 2011). Many relate the population magnetism of 
capital cities to the presence of political institutions that centralise power (Ades & Glaeser, 1995; Anthony, 
2009; Anthony, 2014; Galiani & Kim, 2008; Kim & Law, 2016; Rossman, 2018). Were excessive primacy 
politically driven, this would suggest a substantive inequality among cities. One might reexamine the costs 
of primacy given its defining feature is the absence of second cities and there is evidence to suggest it 
constitutes one city suppressing others. While some acknowledge/speculate that there is potential in the 
shadow of primate cities (Anthony, 2009; Duranton, 2009; Henderson, 2003, 2005; Henderson & Becker, 
2000; Rondinelli, 1983), is it not quantitative. 


Whilst Table 1 aggregates popular factors to illustrate a body of work their relative influence varies. Political 
factors vary by state and are less uniform in influence than geographic factors. Excessive primacy is a kind 
of primacy that does not conform with the economic correlates of primacy found in aggregate global studies 
(Henderson, 2003). For example, cases of excessive primacy like Argentina and Chile have economic 
profiles that are inconsistent with primacy because they are geographically very large, highly populated and 
wealthy nations. According to aggregate samples, they should have multiple major cities. They do however 
conform with the political profile of excessive primacy. Both have centralised administrative, fiscal and 
political powers (Aroca & Atienza, 2016).  


Having isolated the significance of political power, what specific powers are relevant to excessive primacy? 
Two bodies of literature, one dealing with economic geography and the other with power in public 
administration, link primacy with how political, administrative and fiscal powers are distributed between 
tiers of government (Schneider, 2003). In the economic geography literature, configuration of power 
determines the relative magnetism of each tier and therefore what kind of cities grow (e.g. federal capital, 
state capital and non-capital cities). For example, in a study of North and South America, Galiani and Kim 
(2008) found national capital city magnetism to be significant in all regions but more pronounced in 
countries such as Argentina, Chile and Mexico which are all characterised by weak sub-national 
government. Their results suggest that excessive primacy is a case of lower tiers of government lacking 
magnetism and the potential of non-capital cities cities being dependent upon the recognition of a centralised 
state. Without recognition these locations lag developmentally. 
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The relevance of configuration of power was accentuated by Kim and Law’s (2012, 2016) comparative 
studies of the United States and Canada, two federations characterised by decentralised sub-national power 
and rarely associated with urban primacy. Compared with the USA, Kim and Law (2012) measured 
significantly stronger urban primacy in provincial capitals and attributed this to the weak legal position of 
Canadian cities and local governments generally. Specifically, there are no constitutional limitations on the 
power of Canadian provinces over local governments and the federal government has no direct relationship 
with local government, reinforcing the dependency of local governments on the provinces. Kim and Law’s 
(2012, 2016) results suggest provincial power is more apparent in Canadian urban geography because 
Canadian cities, as a tier of government, have limited power to atract and coordinate development. 
Conversely, US cities are incorporated entities able to raise own revenue, commission major works of 
infrastructure and constitute a powerful tier of subnational government (Kim & Law, 2016). Based upon 
Kim and Law’s results, non-capital US cities in remote regions had the ability to generate growth regardless 
of how their potential was perceived in the urban core and this power underlies the high quantity and 
importance of large, non-capital US cities (e.g. New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, Houston, Dallas, Miami, 
San Francisco, Philadelphia, Detroit, San Diego, San Antonio, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, Kansas City, St Louis, 
Memphis, Cincinnati, Las Vegas, New Orleans, Tampa). This is relevant to cases of excessive primacy like 
Australian states because it suggests reforms that delegate centralised powers into lower tiers of government 
could boost the growth prospects of non-capital urban areas, thereby shining a light on whatever economic 
potential hides in the shadow of primate cities. 


In the public administration literature, centralised economic development is associated with how 
government powers (e.g. political, administrative and fiscal) are delegated between tiers of government, 
differing from the primacy literature in its focus upon actual policies and powers that power the magnetism 
of each tier. The public administration literature defines and typifies decentralisation in order to examine 
reforms devised to achieve it. Rondinelli (1981) defines decentralisation as, ‘the transfer or delegation of 
legal and political authority to plan, make decisions and manage public functions from the central 
government and its agencies’ (p.137) to lower tiers of government. For Rondinelli decentralisation is 
economically optimal on the basis that it overcomes central planning and gives local regions control to 
develop independently. Using examples (e.g. Tanzania, Kenya, Sudan), he showed that definitions of 
decentralisation vary in practice. Some reforms simply transfer a centralised state’s workload to remote 
locations while others transfer central powers to lower levels of government. Rondinelli advocates for the 
latter approach on the basis that it is supportive of unlocking the economic potential of second cities which 
in his view are stunted under centralisation (Rondinelli, 1983). In later research Rondinelli et al. (1989) 
utilised a political-economy framework to analyse the success of particular decentralisation policies finding 
the most successful policies transferred central power to lower tiers of government.  


Building upon Rondinelli’s research, subsequent studies have refined the measurement and analysis of 
decentralisation in the interest of effective reform (Cheng, 2019; Schneider, 2003). In an international 
comparative analysis, Schneider (2003) used confirmatory factor analysis to quantify a state’s degree of 
decentralisation along three dimensions: (i) fiscal federalism; (ii) public administration; (iii) political 
decentralisation. Common to the measure of all three dimensions was autonomy. For Schneider (2003) 
decentralisation is not possible if local jurisdictions cannot steer their own course. Similarly, Cheng (2019) 
poses that the degree of centralisation is derived from three dimensions of power (political, fiscal and 
administrative). For Cheng, the most effective way to decentralise a highly centralised configuration, were it 
desired, is to transfer power downward, privatise public power and localise/privatise centrally owned 
resources. Note, common to these analyses is the hypothesis that decentralisation is economically optimal, 
‘the logic of decentralization for economic growth is, by and large, the logic of decentralization for good 
governance through introducing an arena for jurisdictional competition’ (Cheng, 2019: 27).  
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Cheng’s analysis is significant for its problem solving approach to achieving decentralisation which 
demonstrates a belief that excessive primacy might be redressed given an understanding of how power is 
distributed in a particular government. Were the belief to bear fruit, the potential is significant in Australia 
which exhibits high measures of urban primacy in most of its states (Short & Pinet-Peralta, 2009) and has a 
history of investing in programs and initiatives to encourage decentralisation with debatable success (Tonts 
et al., 2013). 


3. Australian Case study  
Australia is a prime example of a country that exhibits a high degree of excessive primacy. Whilst scholars 
have debated the existence of primacy in Australia, some refuting it nationally (Anthony, 2014) and others 
noting its extremity in states (Short & Pinet-Peralta, 2009), there has been limited research examining 
underlying drivers. What exists of Australian primacy research is dated, does not engage with current 
debates about power, and focuses on an inhospitable climate as the reason for a lack of non-capital cities 
(Rowland, 1974; Stilwell, 1974). This is despite the considerable threat that primacy poses to the Australian 
way of life which values equality and access for all (Aroca & Atienza, 2016; O'Connor et al., 2001). In the 
Australian policy forum, this gap is also apparent. The Australian House of Representatives published an 
Issues Paper on Regional Development and Decentralisation (House_of_Representatives, 2017). Its account 
of decentralisation policies focused on the spatial distribution of Commonwealth offices, what Rondinelli 
(1981) would term ‘deconcentration’, the weakest form of decentralisation, whereby the state’s workload is 
physically spread out without any true delegation of power to lower tiers of government. The paper contains 
no mention of policies reminiscent of those associated with decreasing urban disparity.  Furthermore, 
Western Australia’s Royalties for Regions program, while acknowledging regional inequality, is not an 
obvious success and may exacerbate regional inequalities (Tonts et al., 2013). Given the gap in knowledge 
about the drivers of Australian urban primacy the research proposes a case study. Australia is selected as the 
case subject being a geographically large democratic federation of an advanced capitalist nation, features 
inconsistent with the global profile of urban primacy which is commonly associated with the developing 
world or former European empires (Anthony, 2014; Short & Pinet-Peralta, 2009). The following section 
unpacks the research aim, questions and methodology which will be used to address each question.  


4. Research Aim and questions 
The research will examine the drivers of Australian primacy with the following aims (i) develop a 
quantitative history of urban primacy that can be compared with the historic record (ii) test the empirical 
relationship between city populations and political and environmental factors (iii) relate the configuration of 
fiscal, political and administrative power between tiers of government to the body of knowledge about 
power and primacy (iv) produce a profile of Australian primacy that can be compared with the global profile 
of excessive primacy. These aims will be unpacked by three research questions. 


• RQ1: How has primacy in Australia developed over time and how have factors associated with urban 
primacy related to city populations?  


• RQ2: How are administrative, political and fiscal powers distributed between tiers of Australian 
government and what implications does this configuration of power have on urbanisation? 


• RQ3: How does the profile of Australian primacy compare with the global profile of excessive primacy? 


5. Research Methodology 
To address the research questions, the research methodology must overcome observational limitations 
inherent to the study of urban primacy, a phenomenon that derives from a confluence of complex factors 
over many years. Primacy drivers cannot be observed at any point in time, therefore the research adopts a 
post-positivist methodology with a mixed methods case study of Australian urban primacy. Post-positivism 
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is cognisant that direct observation of causation is elusive and therefore develops probabilistic observations 
based upon triangulated sources of data (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). According to Yin (2014), a case study is 
an investigation of a contemporary phenomenon within its real-world context. Case studies are suited to 
research that relies, “upon multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to converge in a triangulating 
fashion” (Yin, 2014: 16-17). The case specific approach is valuable because it moves beyond aggregate 
generalisations about urban primacy and acknowledges that each case has unique origins and drivers. 
Furthermore, according to Mahoney and Reuschemeyer (2003) a focus on a single case can have the 
advantage of inspiring new theoretical ideas, falsifying existing theory and generating new hypotheses, 
outcomes consistent with the research aim.  


The case study will utilise mixed methods, being the combination of quantitative and qualitative methods to 
cumulatively build insights (Creswell, 2009). The research adopts a similar approach to Kim and Law 
(2006) and Henderson et al. (2001), who employed quantitative analysis of population growth and 
qualitative analysis of public administration to understand the evolution of urban primacy in the USA, 
Canada and Korea. This study will develop quantitative and qualitative histories of Australian urbanisation 
which will be triangulated to develop a profile of Australian primacy. First, it will measure Australian urban 
primacy through time-series descriptive statistics and empirically test the relationship between city 
populations and factors associated with excessive primacy using regression analyses (RQ1). Spatial areas for 
the study will be all Australian Greater Capital City Statistical Areas (GCCSA), Significant Urban Areas 
(SUA) and Local Government Areas (LGAs) as defined by the Australia Bureau of Statistics (ABS). Second, 
through document review and content analysis the research will detail how administrative, political and 
fiscal powers are configured between tiers of government and relate Australian configuration of power to the 
literature (RQ2). Collectively the results of RQ1 and RQ2 will enable the development of a profile of 
Australian primacy that will be subject to comparative analysis with a global profile of primacy derived 
from a systematic literature review (RQ3).  


The following sections, detail the methods and analytical tools that will be used to answer the research 
questions. This information is also summarised in Table 2.  


Table 2: Methods and analytical tools used to answer each research question 


RQ1 - How has primacy in Australia developed over time and how have factors associated with urban 
primacy related to city populations? RQ1 will empirically investigate urban primacy and city population 
in Australia. First, descriptive statistics will present time-series measures of Australian national and sub-
national urban primacy, tabulated and represented in longitudinal graphs illustrating how primacy has 
changed in Australia over time. This is important as the evolution of primacy might be matched to specific 
policies or events impacting the distribution of resources. Acquiring the data requires first collating 
Australian 'city' population data and calculating urban primacy.  Measures of urban primacy focus on the 
agglomeration, or metropolitan, spatial scale (Frick & Rodríguez-Pose, 2018). Therefore, ‘city population' in 
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Australia is defined as the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) classification for major urban area 
(Brinkhoff, 2018). This includes 9 Greater Capital City Statistical Areas (GCCSAs) and the top 40 largest 
major centres, based upon Significant Urban Areas (SUAs ) as of 1991 , a sample for which the ABS has 2 3


published an historic dataset from 1911  adapted to modern agglomeration boundaries (ABS, 2014).  4


Agglomeration data are useful spatially but they rarely correspond with an administrative boundary or tier of 
government in Australia. Given the important role administrative bodies play in urbanisation, particularly 
cities/municipalities (Kim & Law, 2016), the research will collect LGA population data through time as a 
second measure of ‘city’ that accommodates Australia’s system of government. Population data for all LGAs 
(547 in 2016) will be collected from the ABS for the years 1911, 1933, 1961, 1986 and 2001-2016, periods 
for which aggregate, national data are available (ABS, 2014, 2016). These data can inform an understanding 
of LGAs as a tier of government for a given period of time; however, a like-for-like comparative analysis of 
LGAs across time periods will be limited by the fact that the number, name and nature of LGAs changed 
dramatically since 1911.  


Urban primacy will be calculated in three ways, here called Primacy 1, Primacy 2 and Primacy 3. Primacy 1 
in effect measures the steepness of the city-size hierarchy by calculating the ratio of the largest city 
population over the next two cities combined (Short & Pinet-Peralta, 2009). The higher the measure, the 
more dominant the primate city is over the urban system. Primacy 2 is the same except it includes the fourth 
and fifth largest cities. Primacy 3, measures the ratio of the largest city population over total urban 
population (Henderson, 2003). 


The second analytical approach, regression analysis, will test the relationship between political, geographic 
and climatic variables and ‘city’ population in Australian major urban areas (49 total) and LGAs (up to 547 
in 2016). Similar in approach to Kim and Law’s (2016) study of Canada and the United States, Australian 
political (e.g. capital city status, distance from state/national capital city) and geographic/climatic variables 
(e.g. coastal/river location, average annual temperature and precipitation) will be collected. See Table 3 for 
an illustration of collated, secondary data for a given time period. For each period, major urban area 
(GCCSAs and SUAs) and LGA (ABS, 2014, 2016) populations will be regressed with the aforementioned 
factors. Note, the usage of distance from the state/federal capital (km; duration) is novel to this study and 
follows Johnson (2006) who demonstrated a positive relationship between state favouritism  and proximity 
to Canberra, as measured by distribution of financial resources per capita. The research will examine if this 
dynamic occurs at the Australian ‘city’ spatial scale. Finally, two additional variables will be collected for 
LGAs only, LGA revenue per km2 and LGA revenue per capita, for a period covering the last 10 years. 
These variables address assertions that urban primacy results from unfair distribution of revenue between 
the highest tier of government to lower tiers (Ades & Glaeser, 1995). To examine ‘fairness’ of revenue 
provision amongst LGAs, LGA-specific data will be regressed with political variables (capital city status, 
distance to capital). Revenue will be measured in three ways, as LGA generated funds, grants received from 
non-LGA sources and all revenue. These data are available in LGA annual reports which are accessible 
online. LGA-specific data will compliment a spatial description of resource distribution (financial and 
human) within states and provide insight about state administration. 


 SUAs are defined as having a population of at least 10,0002


 39 of the top 40 in 1991 remain in the top 40 as of the latest census in 2016 with the exception of Alice Springs 3


which was replaced by Maryborough, QLD.


 1911, 1921, 1933, 1947, 1954, 1961, 1971, 1976, 1981, 1986, 1991, 1996, 2001, 2006, 2011 and 20164
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Table 3: Example output  


!   


RQ2 - How are administrative, political and fiscal powers distributed between tiers of Australian 
government and what implications does this configuration of power have on urbanisation? RQ2 
requires a historic, structural description of public administration and power in Australia. The qualitative 
data needed to develop such a description will be extracted from documents that define the political (e.g. 
elections), administrative (e.g. planning and development) and fiscal (e.g. taxation and revenue collection) 
powers of each tier of government. To select and organise the appropriate documents the research will 
conduct a document review. Document review refers to the scientific handling of documents containing 
fragments of data about the phenomenon being studied (Ahmed, 2010). The research will utilise Scott’s 
(2014) document handling criteria to ensure the documents selected are authentic, credible, representative 
and contain complete information.  


Selected documents for RQ2 include, but are not limited to, the Australian Constitution, Australian state 
constitutions, Local Governments Act and the Regional Development Funding Agreement. In similar studies 
of public administration, additional salient documents were identified as a result of government reforms and 
policies to decentralise development such as Henderson et al.’s (2001) study of Korea which was informed 
by the Korean government’s history of decentralisation reforms. Similarly in Australia, decentralised 
regional development has currency in policy forums (House_of_Representatives, 2017). There exist 
programs (e.g. Royalties for Regions), departments (e.g. WA Regional Development Trust) and related 
reports that explicitly address spatial development in Australia, such as the Australian Infrastructure Plan 
(Infrastructure Australia, 2016); Local Government National Reports (Commonwealth_of_Australia, 2017); 
Local Government Infrastructure Financing Review (Grimsey et al., 2012); National Financing Authority for 
Local Government Report (Commonwealth of Australia, 2013); reports pertaining to the impact of Royalties 
for Regions; and reports issued by the Australian Local Government Association. These documents and 
others like them are relevant to developing an understanding of the configuration of power in Australia. 
 
Content analysis will be the primary mode of 
data analysis (RQ2). Content analysis refers to 
the examination of text, extraction of data, 
reduction and coding of key concepts, 
identification of themes, inference building and 
the construction of a descriptive narrative 
(Ahmed, 2010; Krippendorff, 2013). As 
illustrated in Image 1, analysis will be comprised 
of four interrelated phases (i) data collection; (ii) 
data reduction; (iii) data coding and display and; 
(iv) drawing/verifying conclusions (See Image 1, 
Ahmed, 2010). Content analysis facilitates 
contribution through collation by asking the 
research question of a range of sources which 
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address the question in part and extracting relevant data into a collection capable of a probable answer. Like 
similar studies, content analysis will focus upon policies and institutions that determine the constraints 
applicable to each tier of government in their sourcing major works of infrastructure (Galiani & Kim, 2011; 
Henderson et al., 2001; Kim & Law, 2016). 


Finally, to determine what Australia’s configuration of power implies about urbanisation, the research will 
conduct a systematic literature review, an unbiased, scientific assembly and review of relevant studies of a 
topic, utilising a research protocol that specifies keyword search criteria, inclusion/exclusion criteria, quality 
controls, extraction techniques and analytical approach (Wright et al., 2007). The review will include topics 
complimentary to the urban primacy and public administration literatures, such as fiscal federalism, which 
contains scholarly interpretations of how fiscal power is distributed between tiers of Australia government. 
For example, in the fiscal federalism literature Burton et al.’s (2002) history of vertical fiscal balance in 
Australia is also a detailed description of how fiscal power (e.g. expenditure and revenue-raising capacities) 
is distributed between tiers of government.  


RQ3: How does the profile of Australian primacy compare with the global profile of excessive 
primacy? To address RQ3, the research must first develop two profiles of urban primacy, Australia’s and a 
global profile. The Australian profile will be produced by triangulating the results of RQ1 and RQ2. Morse 
(1991: 120) defines triangulation as, ‘the use of at least two methods, usually quantitative and qualitative, to 
address the same question.’ Here, the quantitative history of Australian primacy (RQ1) will be triangulated 
with the qualitative history of how power is (and has been) distributed between tiers of government (RQ2) 
producing a multivariate profile of Australian primacy. For the development of a global profile of primacy, 
the research will rely upon a systematic literature review of urban primacy. This review is represented in part 
by Table 1, which collates several correlates of primacy, many of which are supported unanimously, thereby 
enabling the profiling of primacy globally. The Australian and global profiles of primacy will be 
comparatively analysed. Specifically RQ3 will entail a comparative historical analysis given research of 
primacy is inherently historic due to it being a long-term phenomenon. Furthermore, comparative historic 
analysis is a useful analytical tool for analysis with many variables, few cases and a strong reliance upon 
reference to historic cases (Skocpol & Somers, 1980).  Mahoney (1999: 1155) describes it as moving, ‘back 
and forth between theory and history’ in an effort to exceed the limitations of a single case. This comparative 
component of the research is valuable because it tests theoretical ideas and causal inferences while holding 
the potential to generate new insights (Mahoney & Rueschemeyer, 2003) 


6. Significance and Innovation: In effect, this study questions the primacy of Australia’s state capitals and 
examines contributory political factors. The project positions Australia in contemporary primacy debates by 
emphasising the relevance of sub-national analyses, particularly in countries with sub-national territories 
that are larger than most countries. From the perspective of potentially redressing excessive primacy, the 
study’s usage of in-depth case study stresses the necessity to examine urban primacy on a case by case basis 
given political variation between and within countries. The resulting publications and presentations will be 
the first to relate the Australian government to urban primacy. Finally, the understanding the research creates 
about Australian primacy will inform how Australia's urban geography is interpreted and hopefully how it is 
managed in the future.   
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7. Research Project Details    
• Intellectual Property Information: 


The data collected will be subject 
to normal IP, whereby it is the 
property of the researchers. 


• Confirmation of Candidature: 
Due: 22 March 2020 


• Working Hours: I am enrolled 
part-time studying 20 hours/
week. 


• Budget: See Table 4 
• Research Project Communication: This thesis is planned to be formatted as a series of 3-4 published 


journal articles. Conference, work shop and seminar presentations will communicate findings. 
• Research Training and Plan: Plan is to attend appropriate workshops to develop PhD research skills. 


Quantitative analytical advise will be sought as necessary, the independent SAC member is an expert in 
statistical analysis so could also be asked if needed 


• Research Project Plan: 
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urban primacy ceases to be an issue (e.g. Florida, California, Texas). In the United States the
equivalent tier of government to an LGA (towns and cities) have significant power and are
incorporated, independent entities. Their elected representatives cannot be fired at the pleasure
of the state. They may raise funds independent of tax revenue (e.g. municipal bonds). They may
implement urban planning schemes independent of the state; while it is in their interest to work
together, the power dynamic is very different. This enabled formerly remote, unpopulated,
inhospitable regions to be transformed by major works of infrastructure which in turn
magnetised and generated population (see: California and Texas). The common WA excuses for
there being few cities in the state, such as low population, climate and remoteness, were equally
applicable to California and Texas. The difference was that these formerly remote US regions had
greater control over their destinies regardless of how their prospects were perceived by distant
political capitals. The origins of this difference are accidental. Following the American Revolution,
Americans replaced colonial governance with local governance. The US federal government was
created to be weak. Former colonial capital cities were dethroned of their charters and remote
capital cities were established (e.g. the capitals of California, Texas and Florida are Sacramento,
Austin and Tallahassee respectively). Power was stripped down and local governments
empowered. This had almost nothing to do with good economic development and everything to
do with Americans coming from a well earned place of distrusting authority – their colonial
experience had been rather traumatic. This was hardly Australia’s experience, where it by and
large was founded and federated from a place of trust in central authority. Quite accidentally,
these varying origins correspond with long-term outcomes relative to urbanisation and economic
development.
 
The above said, WA is not that far behind the 8 ball. Many scholars suggest urban primacy is a
critical initial condition of economic development. That is, concentrating resources of all kinds in
one city incubates a young economy, enabling it to gain a foothold. However, at a certain stage
of maturity decentralisation becomes optimal. Specifically, at populations >2 million urban
primacy becomes more of a bottleneck than a supporter of economic development. WA only
recently crossed that threshold.
 
If there was one kernel of knowledge to distil from the above it is that the paradigm that the
state must be the orchestrator and planner of decentralisation is in itself flawed. The literature
suggests this is a bottleneck approach. Better to empower local governments. Analogous to
parent and child, decentralised urban systems have delegated power downward, enabling local
regions to make their own successes and mistakes. This here is how your review can be integral
to impacting economic development in our state.
 
As shared, the literature review of my proposal lays out current thinking on the topic well.
Hopefully food for thought as you proceed. I’m happy to answer any follow up questions, etc.

Thank You,  
George Wilkinson | 

 

 

From: DLGSC Act Review <actreview@dlgsc.wa.gov.au> 
Sent: Thursday, 21 March 2019 3:32 PM
To: Wilkinson, George 
Subject: RE: Consultation



 
Good afternoon George
 
Yes.  Submissions are welcome via email at actreview@dlgsc.wa.gov.au
 
We have also prepared surveys available from the Department’s website at
dlgsc.wa.gov.au/lgareview.
 
 
Kind regards
 
 
Kenneth Parker
Department of Local Government, Sport and Cultural Industries

 
 
 

From: Wilkinson, George  
Sent: Thursday, 21 March 2019 2:52 PM
To: DLGSC Act Review <actreview@dlgsc.wa.gov.au>
Subject: RE: Consultation
 
Hi Kenneth,
 
Can I make a public submission via reply to this email?

Thank You,
 

George Wilkinson | 

 

 

From: DLGSC Act Review <actreview@dlgsc.wa.gov.au> 
Sent: Tuesday, 5 March 2019 4:01 PM
To: Wilkinson, George 
Subject: RE: Consultation
 
Dear Mr Wilkinson
 
Thank you for your email.  I am sorry that you were not aware of the recent session at
the University of Western Australia.
 
The session was organised after the Department wrote to Western Australian
universities, including UWA advising them of the opportunity to inform the review.  UWA
was the only university to respond and request a session.  The participants were
organised by UWA.

mailto:actreview@dlgsc.wa.gov.au
mailto:actreview@dlgsc.wa.gov.au


 
In the five months since the release of the papers, the Department has held more than
100 workshops including more than 20 community forums across WA.  The details of
these workshops are available here.
 
The Department also hosts an inter-agency working group on the review.  The
Department of the Premier and Cabinet is represented by Nicole McCartney.
 
The Department has completed its schedule of community workshops. 
 
We would be very interested in your research topic and would welcome you to make a
submission to the review.
 
The public submission period closes on 31 March 2019.
 
 
Kind regards
 
Kenneth Parker
Department of Local Government, Sport and Cultural Industries

 
 
 
 
 
 

From: Wilkinson, George  
Sent: Tuesday, 5 March 2019 3:45 PM
To: DLGSC Act Review <actreview@dlgsc.wa.gov.au>
Subject: Consultation
 
To Whom it May Concern,
 
I was disappointed to learn today that I missed, by just a few days, a consultation at UWA
regarding the Local Government Act Review, particularly given I am a PhD student whose
research directly relates to local government reform. From my vantage this was not well
advertised or announced, I cannot find a record of it in any of my emails.
 
Anyway, it appears you’re nearing the end of your consultation phase, but I wonder if I might
attend one of the remaining Metropolitan Perth sessions?
 
Happy to share my research topic beforehand if there is interest.
 
Thank You,
 

George Wilkinson 

https://apac01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.dlgsc.wa.gov.au%2Flocalgovernment%2Fstrengthening%2FPages%2FLG-Act-Review.aspx&data=02%7C01%7Cactreview%40dlgsc.wa.gov.au%7C55a6e2627876415e264d08d6b337f184%7Cc1ae0ae2d5044287b6f47eafd6648d22%7C1%7C0%7C636893450197675083&sdata=H4C2smDQVlCeqhEbv3pMojN5YQQiZOnTdKvphtLB%2FD0%3D&reserved=0
mailto:actreview@dlgsc.wa.gov.au


 
www.dpc.wa.gov.au
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