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Addressing Regional Disadvantage 

Gannawarra Shire Council thanks Infrastructure Victoria for the opportunity to provide a 
submission regarding addressing regional disadvantage in the Mallee region.  
 
Of particular concern to Gannwarra Shire, are infrastructure needs centred around the 
following: 
 

1. Public and community transport 
2. Mobile and digital connectivity 
3. Water quality and health standards 
4. Access to education 
5. Cost of living 
6. Lack of infrastructure to encourage development 
7. Policy and red tape hindering development 

 
Gannawarra Shire is encouraged by the Addressing Regional Disadvantage Through 
Infrastructure Final Assessment Framework Report and agrees with each of the Outcomes 
and areas being explored for each outcome within Table 1.2 (Page 4). Council feels the 
framework provides a significant opportunity to explore these areas, many of which correlate 
to our concerns above. 
 
Gannawarra Shire, while agreeing with the Outcomes to be explored within the framework, 
would also like to provide detail for each of its concerns, as outlined below: 
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1. Public and community transport 
 

The Regional disadvantage factsheet for the Mallee highlights that only 9% of the 
Gannawarra Shire population has access to public transport. 
 
As stated in the Addressing regional disadvantage through infrastructure: Final assessment 
framework report:  
 
“Public transport plays a critical role in promoting social equity. Disadvantaged groups with 
limited access to public transport are at risk of economic and social exclusion and are more 
likely to experience periods of poverty. People living in regional areas also tend to have poor 
access to public transport and will rely on private cars for access to jobs, education, services 
and community activities.” 
 
The issue of limited transport options was raised within Council’s community survey for its 
Social Inclusion Strategy 2019-2023, with those who participated in the survey highlighting 
that a lack of access to transport as one factor stopping inclusion for people who 
were LGBTIQ, Indigenous, elderly, youth or had low income. Improved transport connections 
continue to be an ongoing priority within the strategy.  
 
Desirable and timely transport options open up a number of opportunities for our community 
members, including the ability to access services in Bendigo (Gannawarra’s major regional 
service centre) including medical and educational services.  
 
Additionally, the Central Murray Regional Transport Strategy 2019 (prepared for the Central 
Murray Transport Forum, of which Gannawarra Shire is a member), acknowledges that:  
 
“Smaller towns continue to experience difficulty in efficiently accessing larger centres and 
services for education, health, employment and leisure opportunities while still residing in 
their communities”. The strategy cites the recent upgrade to the Bendigo Hospital resulting in 
possibly more people travelling to Bendigo (instead of Melbourne) to access healthcare 
services. Accessible and appropriate transport will allow people from across the region to 
access these services.  
 
Furthermore, the strategy highlights that services such as health, education and legal 
services are increasingly being focused on larger centres, and therefore access to these 
centres is essential for rural and semi-rural communities. The area’s ageing population also 
requires increasing levels of public, informal and community transport to ensure access to 
these services and social networks.  
 
The transport strategy also states that in order to meet community demands for increased 
passenger rail services for tourism, business, health, education and social visits to Bendigo 
and Melbourne, investment in capacity improvements on the northern passenger lines is 
required (such as the Swan Hill line). 
 
There is currently a lack of frequency of trains (and buses) to Bendigo/Melbourne (it should 
be noted that community members prefer to travel by train rather than bus services). A more 
frequent train timetable would provide greater transport options for our community members 
– particularly those who often travel to Bendigo for medical appointments. A greater 
frequency of trains will make it easier for residents to attend these appointments via public 
transport, rather than relying on the car, or family or friends, or community transport (where 
available). 
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Additionally, greater frequency of trains opens the possibility of travel for education or work 
opportunities.  
 
One potential solution is to make Bendigo the regional transport centre for those travelling on 
the Swan Hill line. It is suggested that the Swan Hill line terminate at Eaglehawk, enabling 
this line to become a commuter train between these two stations. This will eliminate the need 
to have a Swan Hill to Melbourne line, enabling greater frequency of trains between Swan 
Hill and Eaglehawk, and enabling commuters to travel via suburban train to the central 
transport hub of Bendigo.  
 
The cost of travelling on public transport is also prohibitive for some community members. As 
of February 2020, a return adult train ticket from Kerang to Melbourne was $80.80 or 
$161.60 for a family of four. This means that travelling by car is a more favourable option as 
the costs are comparable or even cheaper in comparison to public transport (particularly for a 
couple).   
 
Additionally, the ticketing system on the Swan Hill line has not kept up with technology. 
Paper tickets are still required, as the Myki system is not available. While tickets can be 
purchased on the train, this is only for the “unreserved” carriages. Tickets for reserved 
carriages (such as the dining cart or first class) must be purchased beforehand from a local 
business. During the weekend or public holidays when these businesses are closed, 
community members are unable to purchase tickets. There is no ability to purchase reserved 
tickets online.  
 
This creates a further barrier for community members to access public transport, including 
those who may have a disability and need to travel in either first class or be within the dining 
cart.   
 
In the absence of being able to introduce Myki for the Bendigo to Swan Hill line, a solution is 
to upgrade the technology on the V/Line website to enable tickets for the reserve carriages to 
be purchased online, and tickets either printed out, or barcode displayed on smart phones.  
 
Another barrier to community members is the lack of public transport infrastructure between 
townships (for example, Quambatook to Kerang).  
 
One solution to limited public transport and connectivity between townships has been 
community transport, for example, the Gannawarra Non-Emergency Transport Service 
(GNETS), and community buses in Cohuna, Quambatook, etc.  
 
The Central Murray Regional Transport Strategy acknowledges that “Connecting public 
transport services, including better funding for community services to assist in facilitating 
local access, and more capacity for park and ride at stations will improve social accessibility. 
Cycling networks and the taxi industry can meet the needs of particular groups and help fill 
the gaps”. 
 
Additionally, Gannawarra Shire, together with Buloke Shire and Swan Hill Rural City Council 
is part of the Mallee Flexible Local Transport project, which aims to promote and provide 
information regarding community and public transport options in the region.  
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However, as acknowledged in The role of infrastructure in addressing regional disadvantage 
in Victoria background paper, these community transport solutions do rely on volunteers. 
Furthermore, these services are severely underfunded.  
 
Improved funding would help ensure these community transport options can be have 
increased long-term longevity or even be a permanent solution to increasing accessibility to 
transport across the Gannawarra Shire.  
 
2. Mobile and digital connectivity 
 
The Regional disadvantage factsheet for the Mallee acknowledges that 29% of households 
in Gannawarra Shire overall and 32% of households in Kerang have no internet access.  
 
Additionally, according to Pope’s background paper (The role of infrastructure in addressing 
regional disadvantage in Victoria) “…a Parliament of Victoria inquiry (2010) found inadequate 
communications infrastructure and limited transport options compound regional Victorian’s 
challenges in accessing employment, educational/training, and human services that reduce 
disadvantage”. 
 
Ensuring connectivity of households to broadband helps overcome a number of barriers 
experienced by communities living in regional and rural areas, including Gannawarra Shire. 
This includes opportunities for lifelong learning, such as distance education for students 
whose local schools do not have the resources to provide certain subjects, particularly in 
science, technology, engineering and maths (STEM). Additionally, there is the potential to 
allow for the provision of virtual universities and TAFEs, providing further opportunities for 
students and adult education.  
 
Pope’s background paper acknowledges the need for improved digital infrastructure to help 
overcome disadvantage (particularly adult education) stating: “Local digital infrastructure and 
makers/innovation spaces in larger disadvantaged communities will be particularly vital.” 
 
Furthermore, as per Council’s Economic Development Strategy 2019-2024, high-speed 
broadband can deliver other significant benefits including in the health industry by allowing 
for remote medical services.  
 
Broadband may also become an attractor for new residents, home-based businesses and 
bandwidth-intensive industries to move to the area. 
 
Furthermore, the strategy acknowledges that the implementation of high-speed broadband 
can act as an attractor for new residents, home based businesses and bandwidth-intensive 
industries to move to the area. 
 
The issue of mobile connectivity continues to be a significant problem within the Gannawarra 
Shire. According to the Regional Development Australia – Loddon Mallee Mobile Coverage 
Report (2017), Gannawarra has a large number of black spot areas, particularly from Telstra 
and Vodafone.  
 
About a quarter of the 1,085 kilometres of roads tested were black spots. Of the Loddon 
Mallee region, Gannawarra recorded the third highest number of Call Drop black spot results 
for Telstra and Optus and the second highest for Vodafone.  
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Lack of mobile coverage poses a number of problems for the Gannwarra Shire community, 
not least the ability to contact emergency services in the case of an incident. Furthermore, 
this lack of coverage poses a significant risk where there are wide-ranging emergencies 
impacting the Shire, such as fires or flood.  
 
Furthermore, the use of smart devices is becoming more prominent, including for agriculture 
– such as running irrigation systems or RFID tags for livestock. The use of smart technology 
and therefore the capacity of digital connectivity for agriculture is imperative.    
 
Providing further infrastructure investment in the region to eliminate black spots and to 
ensure equitable access to internet services is required.  
 
 
3. Water quality and health standards 
 
Incredibly there are still areas around the Gannawarra Shire that lack basic infrastructure that 
meets World Health Organisation standards. This includes access to potable water and 
sewerage services, as well as appropriate infrastructure for stormwater runoff to combat 
flash flooding.  
 
One such example is the township of Lalbert, which does not have a potable water system. 
Instead, residents are forced to rely on sourcing drinking water from a potable water trailer 
within the township.  
 
Furthermore, there is no sewerage system in Lalbert and Quambatook.  Residents are 
instead forced to use septic tank systems. Lack of reticulated sewerage is also an issue that 
is experienced at locations across the Shire.  
 
In order to ensure water and health infrastructure within these townships meets World Health 
Organisation standards, policy requirements need to be updated. As it stands, due to 
business cases for these basic services unable to meet the requirements, water quality and 
access to other basic services will continue to pose a problem. Acknowledgement of this 
issue and investment in water and sewerage infrastructure is required.   

 
 
4. Access to education 
 
The Regional disadvantage factsheet for the Mallee highlights early school leavers (not 
finishing year 12) for the Gannawarra area is 37%. For Kerang this is 38%. This is in 
comparison to the Victorian average of 17%.  
 
Council’s Economic Development Strategy 2019-2024 states that in 2016 42.2% of the 
Gannawarra population had completed year 12 or higher as their highest level of schooling, 
compared to 63.8% for Victoria. Only 4.8% of residents have attained a Bachelor’s Degree or 
higher while over two thirds of residents have no formal post-secondary education 
attainment. This suggests that residents of the Gannawarra generally have a lower level of 
schooling education relative to Victoria.  
 
Having lower levels of education compared to the rest of regional Victoria presents a number 
of issues for Gannawarra around sourcing and retaining a skilled workforce. 
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Community members who participated in surveys for the Social Inclusion Strategy 2019-
2023 highlighted increased formal education opportunities as a way to help improve inclusion 
in the Gannawarra Shire.  
 
Improved digital connectivity for households (as mentioned previously) is another way to 
increase education outcomes within the Shire, providing availability of specialist subjects, as 
well as potential virtual universities and TAFEs in the future.  
 
The Economic Development Strategy also acknowledges that the demise of the technical 
school system (and the failure of the current education system to equip students with the 
right level of agricultural and trades skills) has resulted in young people leaving the district for 
further education and/or not having the right training to enter local industries. 
 
Gannawarra Shire does have a range of educational facilities from kindergarten, primary and 
secondary, along with Christian educational providers. However, the Economic Development 
Strategy highlights the idea of a modern P12 college (this idea has been previously 
discussed within the Kerang educational sector). This would certainly benefit the local area to 
combine resources and infrastructure, creating a modern education facility. 
 
Access to early childhood education and childcare is also an issue within the Shire, such as 
the township of Cohuna.  
 
Gannawarra Shire’s Early Years Plan acknowledges Council’s challenge in sustainably 
delivering and advocating for quality children’s services, programs and facilities. The Shire is 
directly involved in the provision of childcare and kindergarten services. This is a direct and 
active response to the inherent issues that came from remote or long-distance management 
of these services by third parties. 
 
According to the Early Years Plan, among the community most education services were 
rated as highly important. Childcare was rated as the second most important service but was 
rated most highly as the service that parents would like to have increased access.  
 
Lack of early childhood education and childcare has a direct impact on the educational 
development of children. As acknowledged by Pope’s background paper (The role of 
infrastructure in addressing regional disadvantage in Victoria) according to international 
research, high-quality early childhood education and care programs can break the cycle of 
disadvantage. Additionally, while early learning places and programs are funded by the 
Victorian Government, infrastructure grants are limited (often requiring co-investment by 
Local Government on school sites). The quality and accessibility of facilities vary across 
areas (Infrastructure Australia) – a problem experienced within the Gannawarra Shire. 
 
This quality and accessibility has a direct impact on children in the community. According to 
Pope, “Children who are developmentally vulnerable in their first year of school are more 
likely to have lower quality early childhood education services and schools in their area 
(Lamb et al 2015)”. 
 
In addition to limited resources for three-year-old and four-year-old kindergarten, there is 
varying childcare facilities across the Shire. Lack of childcare facilities makes it prohibitive for 
women wanting to return to work.  
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The cost of childcare also has an impact on this ability to return to work. A potential solution 
for this issue, related to childcare costs, would be to provide free, or at least further 
subsidised childcare for those living in the Mallee. This proposal would obviously need 
further consideration and study.  
 
 
5. Cost of living 
 
The role of infrastructure in addressing regional disadvantage in Victoria background paper 
acknowledges that reducing costs through cheaper housing, reduced energy, transport, 
digital or other ‘out of pocket’ costs, would have more of an effect on decreasing 
disadvantage, rather than simply increasing incomes.   
 
While residential housing prices in the Gannawarra Shire in 2016 were around 40 per cent 
lower than the regional Victoria average (Economic Development Strategy 2019-2024), the 
area’s climate, with its extreme temperatures has a significant impact on energy costs. This 
has a negative effect on the cost of living for many of residents. Pope’s background paper 
also acknowledges that energy costs were the second biggest pressure facing 
disadvantaged households (Addressing Regional Disadvantage Through Infrastructure Final 
Assessment Framework Report).  
 
With extremes in temperature ranging from 47 degrees Celsius in the summer through to 
minus two degrees Celsius in winter, the energy requirements of households to cool and 
heat homes in the Mallee is significantly more than that of a household in Melbourne.  
 
These extra energy requirements have a direct impact on living costs. This can result in 
members of the community avoiding using their air conditioning or heater to reduce energy 
costs during extreme temperatures. This has a direct impact upon the health of vulnerable 
households, particularly those with elderly or disabled household members, or infants. This 
effect of extreme temperatures and energy costs is not that is recognised by energy 
providers.  
 
Taken into consideration that almost one third of people living in the Gannawarra area have 
an individual income of under $400 per week (as per the Regional disadvantage for Mallee 
factsheet), then this cost of energy impacts a significant proportion of our population. 
 
A potential solution to combat this cost and in recognition of the extreme climate experience 
by those in the Mallee is to potentially reduce power prices where extreme heat and cold is 
prominent. This could be a graduated system, depending upon location (i.e. households in 
Mildura would have greater discounts than those in the more southern part of the Mallee 
where extreme temperatures are not as severe).  
 
 
6. Lack of infrastructure to encourage development 
 
Council’s Economic Development Strategy 2019-2024 acknowledges that infrastructure 
development in small towns needs a very clear strategic direction. This includes 
development that aligns to future target markets and is futuristic and innovative in developing 
local infrastructure.   
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Gannawarra Shire has benefitted from modern, well serviced industrial estates in Kerang, 
Cohuna and, to a lesser extent, Koondrook. Each of these three industrial estates is serviced 
by water, sewerage, electricity and broadband infrastructure. 
 
However, there is still a lack of basic infrastructure services which hinders further 
development across the Shire. This includes access to three-phase power, water 
infrastructure and other services.  
 
For example, according to the Economic Development Strategy, with water resources and 
supporting infrastructure, Gannawarra has the capacity to support the development of 
poultry, beef, pigs, goats and lamb in a more intensive way that reduces reliance on water. 
Once these industries develop, the flow-on effects of specialisation are more likely to support 
processing and value-adding medium-scale food industries. 
 
Additionally, the Economic Development Strategy highlights that in order to grow the local 
tourism market, far more investment in infrastructure is required. The Koondrook Wharf is an 
example of new tourism infrastructure that will be an enabler of many new tourism 
businesses in Koondrook, such as boating activity, riverside dining, quality accommodation 
options and creative food and arts-inspired commercial ventures.  
 
As acknowledged by the Central Murray Regional Transport Strategy 2019, tourism is also a 
growing and important contributor to our economy. The development of tracks and trails and 
recreational bike networks also assist in attracting tourists and improving the health and 
wellbeing of the local community.  
 
Other planned infrastructure developments around the Kerang Lakes, Gunbower Creek at 
Cohuna and the Murray River at Koondrook will also assist to grow visitation and support 
new tourism products such as kayaking and bushwalking, mountain biking, horse riding and 
cultural heritage activities.  
 
 
7. Policy and red tape hindering development 
 
Development in the Shire has also been hindered by state policy as well as red tape. Due to 
the Shire’s population size, state policy in terms of grant applications makes it nearly 
impossible for a business cases to meet requirements, including for basic services. 
 
Additionally, nature-based tourism has been challenged by bureaucratic red tape, including 
DELWP and Parks Victoria requirements and policies.  
 
Overall, the Gannawarra Shire faces challenges in moving forward with development in a 
very risk adverse state. This also affects private investment and development within the 
Shire (and the Mallee overall).  
 
Council appreciates the Victorian Government’s appointment of a Red Tape Commissioner, 
however feels that red tape is still having an adverse effect on clearing the path towards 
development within the Shire.  
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