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Background to stocks and flows 

This report covers economic and people flows amongst the three cities, and between the three cities 

and Adelaide.  The flows of residents are reviewed, as are the flows of workers.  The analysis is 

based on the 2011 Census, the Australian Business Register, and interviews conducted with 

businesses and service providers in the Upper Spencer Gulf. The three population centres of the 

Upper Spencer Gulf are approximately equally spaced (80km) along the road route from Adelaide to 

Whyalla. Port Pirie is the closest city to Adelaide and is 224 km north of that city. All three are within 

200 to 280 air km from Adelaide. 

 

Main findings 
Each city has different and complementary economic specialisations, and each city has a good 

representation of most of the industries which have seen growth across the State over the 2008-13 

period: 

 Whyalla is strong in mining and has close to average shares of jobs in most other industries; 

 Port Augusta is strong in utilities (electricity generation)and the public sector, with close to 

an average share of jobs in most other industries;  

 Port Pirie is strong in utilities, manufacturing, health and retail, with above average share of 

jobs in each of these three industries, and below average shares of jobs in most other 

industries. 

The three cities are all below average in the share of business and professional services enterprises.  

This is common in non-capital city regions, but catch up is vital if the USG is to see more growth in a 

more diversified economy. 

In mid 2014 the three cities were home to some 2,003 ‘home grown’ businesses1, over 21,500 

workers and a total of $2,381 million in Gross Regional Product (over 3% of the South Australia’s 

Gross State Product. 

 
Population 

Share of 
State Workers 

Business 
counts 

Est GRP 
$m 

Share of 
State 

 
 

 
  

 
 

Yorke and Mid North* 76,549 4.70% 3,2660  2,201 3.20% 

Port Pirie 17,333 1.10% 6,622 773 701 0.90% 

Far North* 28,726 1.50% 13,287  2,495 3.70% 

Port Augusta 13,985 0.90% 5,740 506 637 0.80% 

Whyalla and Eyre* 58,700 3.60% 27,364  2,297 3.40% 

Whyalla 22,000 1.40% 9,158 724 1,043 1.40% 

3 x RDAs 163,975 9.8% 73,311  6,993 10.3% 

3 x cities 53,318 3.4% 21,520 2,003 2,381 3.1% 

* From SACES 2012 RDA Fact Sheets 

                                                             
1 This information comes from the Australian Business Register which counts businesses with a registered 

address in the selected LGA and which are registered for GST and actively lodging GST returns. 
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The five largest industries contributing to GRP are mining, manufacturing, utilities (electricity 

generation), education and health.  Apart from mining, which saw significant growth across South 

Australia over the last five years but is now slowing, and utilities, the three cities have only average 

capacity in the fast growing industries (such as education, health and telecommunications).  This 

suggests that their economic performance over the next five years will lag behind the rest of South 

Australia.  

Comparing the three cities, the differences are limited to just four industries – mining, 

manufacturing, utilities and public administration.  The scale and significance of the other industries 

shows very little variation actors the three cities. 

Distribution of businesses 

For some industry types (agriculture and mining) businesses in the three cities are somewhat 

dispersed around the city centres, but for others (retail, wholesale, transport, construction and 

manufacturing) the vast majority are located within the urban boundaries.  Enterprises providing 

business services and community/social services are also quite dispersed, with many of these 

outside the urban boundaries too.  Detailed mapping is being prepared for inclusion in council GIS 

systems and this will allow tracking over time of changes in locations by quite fine industry 

classifications. 

Economic and social flows 

The strongest economic connections across the three cities are in the resources sector – building on 

the original links across the cities when they were first established.  Resources and energy link the 

three cities through businesses trade services, labourers and contractors, but there is still 

specialisation in each city, centred around their different major industries.  There are significant 

flows across the cities and a deep interchange of goods and services, partly due to ebbs and flows in 

demand, which see businesses, tradespeople and labourers moving between the three cities. There 

are also flows between the USG and surrounding mining areas to the west and north.  There is a 

healthy mix of cooperation and competition and the collective scale of the three cities enables this 

vibrant business environment to continue.  The main resources and energy flows are out from the 

three cities – there is little trade in these amongst the three cities. 

Health services across the three cities are delivered with a regional perspective.  While many health 

services are provided in all three cities, there are specialisations (24hr emergency at Port Augusta 

and oncology at Whyalla), and some services for which patients need to go to Adelaide. In the future 

more alignment is expected between Whyalla and Port Augusta hospitals.  A similar pattern is seen 

in education services – with some specialisations in each of the three cities seeking to complement a 

core offering available from each.  Social services are provided in each city, with little evidence of 

links across the three locations.  Tourism, cultural and retail flows across the three cities are not well 

developed. 

Air and bus services are more significant in Whyalla and Port Augusta than Port Pirie, and there are 

few bus passengers between Port Pirie and the other two cities.  
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People flows 

Quite small numbers of people moved between the three cities between 2006 and 2011 (less than 

100 people in any direction).  Some patterns are clear – such as the majority of people (53 of 61) 

who moved from Port Pirie to Whyalla between 2006 and 2011 making their move early in that 

period. 

Resident flows between the three cities have been much smaller than the flows between the cities 

and greater Adelaide – with over 3,000 people moving from the three cities to Adelaide between 

2006 and 2011, and almost 2,000 making the reverse journey. 

Of the three cities, Port Augusta is the biggest exporter of workers – residents working in areas 

outside Port Augusta – mostly in mining and construction and mostly in areas to the north.  Port 

Pirie shows a similar pattern, though the number of residents working outside the district is smaller 

than for Port Augusta.  Whyalla’s apparent export of manufacturing workers is an anomaly due to 

the ABS not including Whyalla North in the Local Government Area. 

A small number of people lived in one of the three cities and worked in another – under 60 living in 

Whyalla or Port Pirie and working in Port Augusta.  50 lived in Port Augusta and worked in Whyalla. 

No-one reported living in Port Pirie and working in Whyalla. 

Each city has over 100 residents working in mining in the northern regions.  143 Whyalla residents 

worked in mining in the Flinders Ranges, while  102 Port Augusta residents and 90 Port Pirie 

residents worked in mining at Roxby Downs.    

Many residents also worked in the northern regions in sectors other than mining: 

 A total of 244 Whyalla residents worked in the five outback LGAs, and while the great 

majority worked in mining, 35 worked in manufacturing (in a mix of high wage and medium 

wage jobs) and 12 in construction  (medium wage). 

 A total of 225 Port Augusta residents worked in the five outback LGAs and while most were 

employed in mining directly another 10 worked in construction (high wage), 10 in education 

(mostly high wage) and six in manufacturing (high wage). 

 A total of 137 Port Pirie residents worked in the five outback LGAs, and again most were in 

mining.  In addition to these seven worked in construction (high wage) and six in health (mix 

of medium and high wage). 

There was also a sizeable pool of Adelaide residents living and working in the three cities.  Some of 

these were working directly in mining (14, mostly in middle incomes – ie 11 earning up to 

$78,000pa).  Another 16 worked in manufacturing (mostly higher incomes with 9 over $104kpa).  But 

the largest numbers were professionals, with 25 working in Public admin (mostly higher incomes), 34 

working in education (mostly higher incomes) and 54 working in health (a mix high and low 

incomes). 
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1. Historical connections and experiences 
The three cities of the Upper Spencer Gulf have much in common in their origins, and as they have 

each diversified somewhat, their connections have also diversified so that their initial strong inter-

dependencies in minerals processing have become a broader web of social and economic links. 

Metal mining and processing drove the establishment of both Port Pirie and Whyalla, with a key 

driver for BHP’s development of the Iron Knob ore deposits being the ability to use the ore for flux at 

the company’s Port Pirie lead smelter – the main destination for lead ore from Broken Hill.  The 

creation of the ironworks in Whyalla and the boom in production through the 1930s and 1940s 

coincided with the emergence of Port Augusta as the focus of the east-west rail link and rails from 

Whyalla were used to carry coal from Leigh Creek for the Port Augusta power stations – which also 

supplied Port Pirie. 

As the populations of the three cities waxed and waned, the Upper Spencer Gulf has seen steady 

improvement in the breadth and depth of social and economic services across the region – 

diversification supported y subtle specialisations in economic, health and education services across 

the region – avoiding duplication and at the same time widening the services available. 

Short socio-economic histories of the three cities showing points of common experiences as well as 

individual highs and lows are included in Appendix 3. 

 

2. Economic stocks 
This section looks at the stock of economic activity in each of the three cities, presenting 

quantitative analysis of the strengths, weaknesses and opportunities for the three Upper Spencer 

Gulf cities.  Two types of analysis are presented: 

1. Local specialisations using the index known as the ‘location quotient’  
2. Cross city comparisons using three-dimensional bubble charts 
3. Contributions to Gross State Product 
4. Business location maps 
 

Stocks 1:  Industry specialisations – location quotients 
One of the most common ways to measure the scale of regional economic strengths and weaknesses 

is to look at how the employment mix compares with the State employment mix.  For the Upper 

Spencer Gulf the State mix is more useful than the national mix as South Australia itself has an 

employment mix somewhat different to Australia as a whole.  There are various ways of doing this, 

and a good ‘at a glance’ assessment can be made use the ‘location quotient’.  This is simply the ratio 

of percentage employment in an industry in one of the Upper Spencer Gulf cities to the percentage 

employment in that industry across the State.  The higher the ratio the more significant the industry 

is an employer in each city.  For example: 

 The retail sector accounts for 11% of Whyalla’s workforce, and also 11% of the State’s 
workforce.  Dividing these two, the ratio (or location quotient) is “1”. 
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 Public admin and safety accounts for 13% of Port Augusta’s workforce, but only 7% of the State’s 
workforce.  This sector is more important in Port Augusta than the State average, and the 
location quotient is 13/7 = 1.8 

 

The data here is drawn from the 2011 Census, considering the employment mix of ‘usual residents’ 

of each of the three cities.  This is enables the analysis to cover all the economic activity which 

supports working residents – even that which occurs elsewhere as some residents are employed 

outside the LGAs.  Analysis based on data showing where the jobs are actually located is presented 

in Appendix 2. 

Figure 1 below shows the location quotients at a glance for the three cities.  The chart shows clearly 

that: 

1. Agriculture employs very few residents of Whyalla and Port Augusta, but a ‘state average’ 
percentage in Port Pirie. 

2. Whyalla has 5 times the percentage of people employed in mining than the State average – with 
Port Augusta nearly 3 times and Port Pirie 2 times. 

3. Port Augusta has particular employment strengths in utilities and public administration as well. 
4. All 3 cities are well below the State average in wholesale, IT, financial services, professional 

services and arts/recreation – business types which tend to be concentrated in capital cities. 
 

The chart shows the main differences in the economies of the 3 cities: 

 Port Pirie has a strong mining (2 times state average) and manufacturing base, and the regional 
council includes many farming businesses, but the city is weak in most services industries; 

 Port Augusta has strengths in mining also (3 times state average), and in utilities (electricity 
generation – over 3 times state average) and in public administration through its role as regional 
services centre.  But Port Augusta too is weak in most of the service industries, as well as in 
manufacturing and wholesaling. 

 Whyalla has strengths in mining (5 times state average) and manufacturing (2 times state 
average and even more important than in Port Pirie), does not have the same focus on public 
administration, and is also weak in most of the service industries. 

 

Each city plays a role servicing the region surrounding it – which has the effect of enlarging the 

catchment area and consequently widening the business bases that the region can support.  Port 

Pirie’s retail catchment has been estimated at approaching double the population of the city itself2, 

adding around one-third to city-resident retail expenditure. 

Comparing the three cities, the differences are limited to just four industries – mining, 

manufacturing, utilities and public administration.  The scale and significance of the other industries 

shows very little variation actors the three cities. 

 

                                                             
2
  Port Pirie Retail Analysis 2012 (Connor Holmes for Regional Council), p32 
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Figure 1 Location quotients for industries – number of people employed 2011 

 

Source:  SES calculations from ABS Census 2011 (place of usual residence) 

 

Stocks 2:  Specialisations, importance and growth: the interaction between 

industry sector size, employment and sector growth 

 
These three bubble charts capture a variety of information across three variables ‘at a glance’.  The 

three variables are: 

1. ‘Location quotient’ (vertical axis) sets the vertical position of each industry bubble according to 

its location quotient.  This is the same information as in Figure 1 – showing the location quotient 

for mining in Port Pirie of around 2, for manufacturing in Port Augusta at almost 3.5 and for 

mining in Whyalla at just over 5. 

2. Sales growth (horizontal axis) sets the horizontal position of each industry bubble according to 

the extent to which the private sector part of each industry grew or shrank in terms of total sales 

across the whole State between 2008 and 2013.  The horizontal position is the same for each 

industry in each of the bubble charts, as State growth is plotted and that is the same for each 

city.  Education, for example, showed almost 70% sales growth between 2008 and 2013, while 

the value of manufacturing sales fell by almost 20% in the same period. Only two other 

industries shrank in sales in South Australia in the period:  Information Media and Telecomms by 

10% (national growth was 3.9%) and Arts & Recreation by 2% (national growth was 10%). 
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3. Employment size is captured by the area of each bubble.  The area of each bubble represents 

the number of residents employed (not percentage) in each industry in each city to show how 

important each industry is in each city. 

Taken together these three variables show the specialisations in each city, the trajectory of growth 

in each industry, and the importance of each industry in each city.  The ‘best’ industries are those in 

the top right of each chart, as these industries have high location quotients (the city has some 

specialisation in them) and have shown high growth rates Statewide over the 2008-13 period.  If the 

bubble is also large it means that not only does the city have some specialisation, but it also has a lot 

of individuals employed in the industry.  

For Port Pirie the specialisations in mining, utilities and manufacturing can be seen in the height of 

these bubbles above the ‘average’ line – while it is clear that of the three it is manufacturing that 

employs by far the most residents.  Retail and health services are both large employers, and also 

slightly better represented in Port Pirie compared to the State average.  Port Pirie has near-average 

representation in the other growth industries employing large numbers of residents (education, 

accommodation, construction and public administration). 

Figure 2  Industry specialisation, scale and growth:  Port Pirie 

  

 

For Port Augusta the three strengths noted earlier are clear (utilities, mining and public admin), with 

each of these showing around 40% sales growth over the 2008-13 period.  Of the three, public 

admin employs the most people.  Transport and accommodation are also local strengths, though 

with lower growth rates (around 20% over the five years).   
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Figure 3 Industry specialisation, scale and growth:  Port Augusta 

 

 

For Whyalla, the specialisation in mining is clear, though the size of the dot (number employed) is no 

bigger than many other industries – and is smaller than manufacturing.  Whyalla has no 

specialisations in any other high growth industries, though does have an average representation of 

rental/hiring/real estate, retail and health businesses. 
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Figure 4 Industry specialisation, scale and growth:  Whyalla 
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Figure 5  Value added per employee, South Australia 2013 

 

Source:  Australian Industry, 2012-13 ABS Cat 8155.0, May 2014 

 

All Gross Regional Product modelling is based on the National Accounts – which use national data on 

industry output, industry value-added and industry employment.  The national accounts determine 

industry ‘performance ratios’ in terms of output and value-added per worker, and these are than 

applied to regional geographies to estimate a Gross Regional Product.   

While some adjustments can be made (depending on the level of sophistication of the modelling 

techniques used), the main deficiency of the approach is that it takes the national performance 

ratios and applies them locally, effectively forcing the local industries to have the same ratios of 

output and value-added per worker as the nation as a whole.  Unfortunately this is not really the 

case, as many industries only exist in certain regions because they are more competitive there, and 

have better performance ratios than are seen in other regions.  Nevertheless, estimates of GRP are 

often used to measure the scale of economic activity (value-added in particular) and the share of 

GSP contributed by a region. 

As can be inferred from Figure 5, the more people employed in a region in the high value-added 

industries the larger the region’s contribution to GSP. 

The total number of residents of the three cities employed in each industry (Census 2011) is shown 

below.  The industries with the largest total employment are Manufacturing, Health care, and Retail, 

followed by Education/training, Accommodation/food services, Public administration and 

Construction.  Of these, Education has the highest level of value-added per capita ($200,000 per 

employee per year), with each of the others at best half that figure at or below ($100,000 per 

employee per year). 
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Figure 6 Employment by industry, Upper Spencer Gulf cities 

 

Source:  ABS Census 2011 

Linking the value-added per employee data with the employment data shows the mix of estimated 

GRP across the three cities.  In terms of the value of GRP, Whyalla’s larger economy has the largest 

GRP at an estimated $1,043 million, followed by Port Pirie 701 and Port August $637 million.  The 

total for the 3 cities is estimated at $2.38 million, equivalent to some 3% of Gross State Product. 

Figure 7 Estimated GRP for Upper Spencer Gulf Cities 

 
Source:  ABS National Accounts, SES calculations 

0 

500 

1000 

1500 

2000 

2500 

3000 

3500 

N
u

m
b

er
 o

f 
w

o
rk

er
s 

Whyalla 

Port Augusta 

Port Pirie 

0 50 100 150 200 250 

Agriculture, forestry and fishing 

Mining 

Manufacturing 

Electricity, gas, water and waste services 

Construction 

Wholesale trade 

Retail trade 

Accommodation and food services 

Transport, postal and warehousing 

Information Media and Telecommunications 

Rental, hiring and real estate services 

Professional, scientific and technical services 

Administrative and support services 

Education and training 

Health care and social assistance 

Arts and recreation services 

Other services 

Estimated Gross Regional Product, $m 

Port Pirie 

Port Augusta 

Whyalla 



Upper Spencer Gulf Stocks and Flows Report  

Strategic Economic Solutions 24 October 2014 14 
 

Whyalla’s sizeable mining and manufacturing workforces drive its GRP, Mining is also a major 

contributor in Port Augusta – along with utilities – and Manufacturing and utilities are the major 

contributors in Port Pirie.  In each of the 3 cities the predominantly public-sector funded education 

and Health industries are also very important contributors to GRP. 

The share of GRP by industry for each of the 3 cities is shown in Figure 8. 

Figure 8 Share of estimated GRP by industry 

 
Source:  ABS National Accounts, SES calculations 

Benchmarking GRP data  

Modelling GRP data requires a number of assumptions, and it is important to benchmark the 

estimates made here against other estimates.  The South Australia Centre for Economic Studies 

prepared fact sheets for each of the State’s RDA regions in 2012.  These included GRP estimates for 

the three RDA regions covering the Upper Spencer Gulf Cities.  In the table below those estimates 

are compared with those for the 3 cities in this report.  The GRP estimates align well between the 

RDA regions overall and the 3 cities. 

 
Population 

Share of 
State 

Est GRP 
$m 

Share of 
State 

Yorke and Mid North* 76,549 4.7% 2,201 3.2% 

Port Pirie 17,333 1.1% 701 0.9% 

Far North* 28,726 1.5% 2,495 3.7% 

Port Augusta 13,985 0.9% 637 0.8% 

Whyalla and Eyre* 58,700 3.6% 2,297 3.4% 

Whyalla 22,000 1.4% 1043 1.4% 

* From SACES 2012 RDA Fact Sheets 
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Stocks 4:  Business location maps 
 

This section presents maps of the locations of industry groupings across the region – and an example 

of a close up map of a mix of services businesses in Port Augusta.  The full set of maps is shown in 

Appendix 1.  The business location data has been drawn from the Australian Business Register. 

The spatial distribution shows considerable variation across business types.  Agriculture and mining 

are, as expected, distributed widely across the region, and there are clearly many more agricultural 

businesses just to the north of Adelaide than in the far west and north of the Upper Spencer Gulf.  

Business services businesses are also distributed quite widely across the region, with many of these 

located well away from CBDs.  Other industries are tightly located within the cities themselves:  

construction, manufacturing, retail, wholesale and transport. 

Agriculture and mining - region 

 

 



Upper Spencer Gulf Stocks and Flows Report  

Strategic Economic Solutions 24 October 2014 16 
 

Business services and community & social services - region 

 

Construction and manufacturing - region 
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Retail, wholesale and transport - region 

 
 
Appendix 1 includes close-up maps of the industry groupings for each of the three cities.  An 
example is shown below. 
Business services and community & social services in Port Augusta 
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While the majority if these businesses are in or close to Port Augusta’s CBD or Stirling North, there 

are many that are located in other areas.  These business types in particular are well suited to non-

CBD locations as they often provide specialised services and don’t rely on walk-in trade.  They play a 

crucial role in the local economy and social service mix but it can be easy for them to fly ‘under the 

radar’ and not get the recognition they deserve.  The business services group includes a wide range 

of businesses that provide specialist assistance to other businesses including legal and accounting, 

IT, marketing, strategy, networking etc and it is a crucial ‘enabling’ sector that supports business 

growth. 
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3. Flows 

Flows 1:  Population flows amongst the Upper Spencer Gulf Cities (and with 

Greater Adelaide) 
The three centres are reasonably close to each other (at most a 2 hour drive apart) and interchange 

of population between them in terms of employment, service and local migration could be a uniting 

factor.  But the following tables show that local migration is in fact small compared to that both into 

and out of Greater Adelaide. Over the 5 years 2006-2011 the net migration flow was towards 

Adelaide, however the rate appeared to be slowing toward the end of that period. 

Table 1 Movement of population between centres between 2006 and 2011. 

   Residence 2011 

   

Port 
Augusta 

Port Pirie Whyalla 
Greater 

Adelaide 

R
es

id
en

ce
 2

00
6

 Port Augusta 9,024 34 98 788 
 

Port Pirie 
 

46 9,864 61 1,055 
 

Whyalla 
 

89 64 15,597 1,397 
 

Greater Adelaide 565 605 874 830,394 
  

Over the five years the largest number of people stayed in each of the three USG cities (and also 

stayed in Adelaide).  In terms of movement, less than 100 people changed their place of residence 

between the three cities.  Larger numbers moved from the three cities to Adelaide (788 to 1,397), 

though there was some reverse flow too, with 565 to 874 moving from Adelaide to the three cities in 

that time.  The largest flows in each direction were between Adelaide and Whyalla. 

The next chart looks at the flows at the end of that period – 2010-2011. 

Table 2 Movement of population between centres between 2010 and 2011 

   Residence 2011 

   
Port 

Augusta 
Port Pirie Whyalla 

Greater 
Adelaide 

R
es

id
en

ce
 2

01
0

 

Port Augusta 11,189 24 36 222 

Port Pirie 
 

21 11,843 8 274 

Whyalla 
 

32 46 18,572 360 

Greater Adelaide 262 174 384 945,928 
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While the numbers are all smaller (as they cover just 1 year instead of 5) the pattern is broadly 

similar. 

The last regional migration table shows that the ratio of people moving to Adelaide compared with 

those moving from Adelaide ranged from 1.4 to 1.7 over the 5 year period.  The pattern was 

different in the last 12 months, though, for Port Augusta and Whyalla, with more people moving to 

those two cities from Adelaide than moving the other way. 

Table 3 Ratio of those moving to Greater Adelaide compared to those moving out to the Upper Spencer Gulf 

 2006-2011 2010-2011 

Port Augusta 1.39 0.85 

Port Pirie 1.74 1.57 

Whyalla 1.60 0.94 

 

Flows 2: Work commuting between centres 
 

Port Pirie and Port Augusta have high levels of employment self sufficiency – most of the jobs in 

these LGAs are filled by residents.  Whyalla is very different, as some 1500 manufacturing industry 

workers lived in Whyalla but worked in Whyalla North which the ABS excludes from the Whyalla 

LGA. 
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The 2011 Census enables a look at the flows between the places people live and the places where 

they work.  The analysis shows that there was a small amount of work commuting through the 

region and with Adelaide (Table 4 Movement of employeesTable 4) this covered most industry groups 

and tended to be (but not restricted to) higher earning individuals.   
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Table 4 Movement of employees 

   
Place of work* 

 

 
Port Augusta Whyalla Port Pirie Adelaide 

P
la

ce
 o

f 
re

si
d

en
ce

 

Port Augusta 
 

50 9 101 

Whyalla 59 
 

0 67 

Port Pirie 56 9 
 

59 

Adelaide 88 104 67 
 *Place of Work relates to where the person worked in the week prior to Census Night. Applicable to 

employed persons aged 15 years and over. 

The interchange between Port Pirie and Whyalla was small in both directions as a result of the 

distance separating the two cities with just 9 people saying that they lived normally in Port Pirie but 

were working in Whyalla.  Only 9 people from Port Augusta said they worked in Port Pirie as well.  

However there were more than 50 individuals working in Port Augusta that lived in Port Pirie and 

there was an interchange of 50-60 in both directions between Port Augusta and Whyalla.      

Table 5 looks more closely at mining workers and where they lived and worked.  In each of the three 

towns a significant number of inhabitants (>100) were employed in the mining industry and about 

85% of these worked away from home in the week before the census. 

Table 5 Mining industry worker and work locations 

   

 
Usual place of residence 

Place of work away from home Port Augusta  Port Pirie Whyalla 

Flinders Ranges 3 0 142 

Outback 53 22 18 

Coober Pedy 0 0 3 

APY Lands 0 3 0 

Port Augusta 6 0 6 

Roxby Downs 102 90 21 

 

Sizeable numbers of residents in the three Cities also worked in outback LGAs but not in mining. 

A total of 244 Whyalla residents worked in the five outback LGAs, and while the great majority 

worked in mining, 35 worked in manufacturing (in a mix of high wage and medium wage jobs) and 

12 in construction  (medium wage). 

A total of 225 Port Augusta residents worked in the five outback LGAs and while most were 

employed in mining directly another 10 worked in construction (high wage), 10 in education (mostly 

high wage) and six in manufacturing (high wage). 

A total of 137 Port Pirie residents worked in the five outback LGAs, and again most were in mining 

(Table 5).  In addition to these seven worked in construction (high wage) and six in health (mix of 

medium and high wage). 
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There was also a sizeable pool of Adelaide residents living and working in the three cities.  Some of 

these were working directly in mining (14, mostly in middle incomes – ie 11 earning up to 

$78,000pa).  Another 16 worked in manufacturing (mostly higher incomes with 9 over $104kpa).  But 

the largest numbers were professionals, with 25 working in Public admin (mostly higher incomes), 34 

working in education (mostly higher incomes) and 54 working in health (a mix high and low 

incomes). 

Flows 3: Social and economic connections 
A series of interviews were conducted to review the extent of social and economic connections 

across the three cities.  Interviewees included people involved in freight, passenger transport (bus 

and air), manufacturing, education, health and community services. 

Resources and Energy sector 

The strongest economic connections across the three cities are in the resources sector – building on 

the original links across the cities when they were first established.  Resources and energy link the 

three cities through businesses trade services, labourers and contractors, but there is still 

specialization in each city, centred around their different major industries.  There are significant 

flows across the cities and a deep interchange of goods and services, partly due to ebbs and flows in 

demand, which see businesses, tradespeople and labourers moving between the three cities. There 

are also flows between the USG and surrounding mining areas to the west and north, supported by 

the Global Maintenance business network.   

Business location 
“None of the major contracting businesses would be just in their own city” said one interviewee’ – 

they would be moving between the three. A successful firm might have branches in all 3 cities. But 

there is variation. Equally as many would specialise in contracting for one major resources 

processing player (e.g. Onesteel) as would mostly specialise in one and be always looking for 

opportunities in other parts of the USG and outside it. It depends on their strategy, whether they are 

looking for growth, small family-owned or not.   

There is a healthy mix of cooperation and competition, and businesses in the three towns compete 

with each other for tenders in the resources sector.  But there are also alliances and collaborative 

arrangements between suppliers and contractors in the 3 cities.  

The major players, like Nyrstar (Port Pirie) and OneSteel (connected to Arrium and based in 

Whyalla), don’t have ‘branches’ in the other cities, and they have more connections to the mining 

areas outside of the USG, especially Arrium. Businesses in the USG may specialise in servicing one of 

these major players, or to a lesser extent, some of the industry in Port Augusta, or they may 

specialise in servicing a major player in the broader mining region. These types of specialisations 

reduce flows between cities.  

Most capacity in the USG – in the engineering/fabrication contractors and similar – is in Whyalla and 

Port Pirie. Port Augusta has these businesses to a lesser extent, but it specialised more in logistics 

and services also for the industrial sector. 
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Movements of goods 
There is movement of finished and part-finished fabrications between the cities, and most steel (a major 
input for engineering contractors) is sourced from Adelaide, probably not from Whyalla steelworks 
because they are producing large billets etc not the right size for the job. A lot of components, other 
parts and consumables (although not a large amount) will be sourced from Adelaide too.  
 
Information from Port Pirie Port suggests that there is not really much movement of goods between 

the Whyalla and Port Pirie ports, because the main resources operations are run by different 

companies and they don’t really interact. However, the company that manages the Pirie Port do also 

offer some contract services to the port privately owned by OneSteel at Whyalla.  

People 
Amongst the large resource sector firms, while there is some movement of staff across the cities, 

most employees live close where they work.  The majority of Port Augusta power station’s 

workforce are long-standing Port Augusta residents, with majority of 193 employees living in Port 

Augusta, and the average length of service being  over 25 years.  About 30 live nearby out of Port 

Augusta, while 3 commute from Port Pirie, 1 from Whyalla, about 10 high level positions are 

recruited nationally.  Trade services are sourced locally where possible, and the power station uses 

use contractors based in all 3 cities. Most power station specific engineering is sourced from 

Victoria, due to solar thermal expertise. 

Significant numbers of tradespeople and engineering shops move between the three cities, and also 

flow to and from mining sites out of the USG, due to changes in peak demand. Most movement of 

labour is by road, but some is by air on an irregular basis. Labour hire firms also bring in people from 

the different cities and from Adelaide to fill temporary contracts.  

Transport and Logistics 

Port Augusta is as a hub for transport and logistics, particularly for the resources and energy sector. 

Air: The regular passenger transport service (RPT) from Whyalla to Adelaide is through REX, and does 

not seem to be used that often by Port Pirie or Port Augusta residents. Port Augusta has Sharp 

airlines for regular passenger flights. Port Pirie has no regular air passenger transport, only private, 

charter and Flying Doctor planes based there. Some chartered flights for mining travel through or 

from Whyalla and Port Augusta out to mine sites. Some of these charter flights through Whyalla and 

Port Augusta have regular schedules. Freight, small parcels and letters go into both airports too – 

one freight plane for bank documents and similar items runs through all three cities and Adelaide.  

Coaches: Premier Stateliner offers passenger services from all three towns to Adelaide, and these 

are used by a range of demographics (including school children and older people), but few travellers 

would be international. Mostly people would be going to Adelaide for doctors and other appointments and 

to visit friends or family, visits for shopping would be much rarer. Passengers to Adelaide would be mostly 

from Port Augusta, then probably from Whyalla, and then the fewest from Port Pirie. There is a little bit of 

coach travel between Whyalla and Port Augusta, and even less between Port Pirie and Whyalla. Although 

based in Adelaide, there are some staff in each of the towns (see notes). Port Augusta airport suggests the 

coach services are well used and they run every day. 

Road freight: An interview with a freight company with 7 trucks, 30 trailers and 11 staff, all based in 

Port Augusta, suggests there is not much freight between the three cities,  but significant amounts of 

products are transported from, to and through, the region. Fuel is transported from Adelaide to all 

three cities in the Upper Spencer Gulf. It is also freighted from the Northern Territory to Port 
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Bonython (near Whyalla). Grain produced on farms beyond the gulf is freighted to Port Pirie for 

export. Ballast (rail lines, sleepers) produced at Onesteel in Whyalla are transported to locations 

such as Iron Knob and Leigh Creek. Counterweights (for cranes) are produced in Port Augusta and 

transported to facilities such as the windfarms in the region, and some is taken to Whyalla).  

Linfox transports supplies from Port Augusta to the mining operation at Olympic Dam in the north, 

and brings copper back to Port Adelaide via Port Augusta. The 30 drivers live throughout the USG 

region plus 6 staff in Port Augusta. With predicted mining increases, rail would also be used.  

Tourism and cultural  

Links in the tourism and cultural sectors appear limited largely to a few annual events in each city 

and some coincidental caravan routes. There is potential to hold people in the area or attract people 

to the area by taking a more regional approach. There appears to be interest in developing more 

flows between cities in this sector, but a Port Augusta interviewee warned that this cannot be 

achieved by mimicking successful attractions that already exist in the region. 

Tourism and cultural connections between the three cities appear to be under-developed. From a 

tourism perspective, there is not a clear Upper Spencer Gulf destination region at present. There 

could be potential for an industrial tourism initiative that links the three cities, but at present the 

main link is from Port Augusta to Whyalla, simply because of the road and caravan routes.  But even 

this route (to Eyre Peninsula) is difficult to get people to actually visit and has more potential. 

Whyalla is starting to work on strategies for attracting more visitors, including the possibility of 

referral from the other 2 cities. Port Augusta already promotes Whyalla and Port Pirie as potential 

day trips to encourage more visitor nights in Port Augusta. 

Port Augusta has an advantage because it is at a major crossroads. The Port Augusta VIC noted that 

they work actively on getting people to stop and are continually looking at ways to get people to stay 

longer in town. Whyalla and Port Pirie both have difficulty getting visitors to stop or visit, especially 

in Port Pirie, it is a ‘constant battle to get visitors to stop’.  

Events held annually in each of the towns, such as races, market days and wharf-fest in Port 

Augusta, do attract people from the other two cities. 

Although theoretically Whyalla has unique attractions such as the maritime museum, visits from the 

other two cities do not seem to be common, perhaps less than 20 a week from Port Augusta 

(coinciding with visiting friends etc), and almost none from Port Pirie. Tourism has not been a big 

focus for Whyalla, and although people from Roxby Downs might come in to Whyalla, many people 

from Port Augusta perceive it as quite a long distance. The Port Augusta VIC suggests this is also 

because industrial tourism only appeals to a small sector, and Whyalla and Port Pirie’s attractions 

only keep people in the city for about 30 minutes to an hour, and Port Pirie, especially, has not 

invested in its tourism sector.  

The Wadlata outback centre and the Arid Lands Botanic Gardens, both in Port Augusta, do report 

visitors from Port Pirie and Whyalla, including school groups and people visiting friends, or coming to 

source products from the shop at the centre.  

Theatre: Each city has something in this sector. Some movement between the cities for workshops 

and shows does occur, but these are not ‘huge’, as travelling shows usually visit all 3 centres. 
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Health 

The interviews show the Upper Spencer Gulf is taking a regional approach to health services. While 

many services are provided in all three cities, there are specialisations, and some services for which 

patients need to go to Adelaide. In the future more alignment is expected between Whyalla and Port 

Augusta hospitals. 

All 3 cities have hospitals, ambulance services, have access to a range of resident and visiting GPs 

and specialists, including from Adelaide and are generally pretty self-sufficient for general health 

services.  All have renal dialysis.  There is some movement of staff between the cities but hospitals 

are trying to minimize this with the new development. 

Port Augusta: Provides emergency care such as surgery on the weekends to residents of all three 

cities. No chemotherapy –need to go to one of other two hospitals. Base for obstetric and 

paediatrics including 4 resident paediatricians while Whyalla has none, so Whyalla residents might 

travel to Port Augusta for this, or for high level birthing services (PA hospital). Ear, Nose and Throat 

Surgery might also be used by Port Pirie or Whyalla residents. Port Augusta is also the Flying Doctor 

service base. 

Whyalla: The most specialized services including a mental health unit and higher acuity services. 

Mental health facility attracts patients from across USG and beyond. High level orthopaedic care in 

Whyalla also attracts patients from other centres. There has been a recent investment in visiting 

oncology services.  

Port Pirie: strong cancer service and residential aged care.  

Patients would need to go to Adelaide for acute services such as road injury or stroke. Port Augusta 

hospital commented that this is only when they cannot be accommodated in the region, and now 

that stroke patients can be treated at Whyalla, then only those not fitting the criteria would be 

transferred to Adelaide. Port Pirie residents requiring obstetrics or emergency surgery on weekends 

may go to Port Augusta, or to Adelaide as it might be a more direct route. 

Airports and bus services stated health services/appointments as one of the notable reasons for 

travel to Adelaide (Premier Stateliner). 

Social Services 

Families SA is a driver of interagency committees, and has a branch in each city, and they each work 

independently to meet local needs. Workers are generally based in their town of residence, although 

staff may occasionally cover for each other or attend meetings. Their work includes identification of 

gaps in food provisioning, homelessness, parenting etc. They note a lack of services for 

homelessness, and this could mean people (especially youth) need to seek services in Adelaide, 

leaving their support network. A parenting program is run in Whyalla.  

Centrelink: Offices in all 3 centres. Whyalla has 2 social workers, Port Augusta has a part-time social 

worker, and Port Pirie has none. However, there is a phone service and phone accessibility is high. A 

call centre is based in Port Augusta, with employees travelling in from the other towns. Job capacity 

assessors travel from Adelaide to all 3 centres.  

Education 

TAFE has training centres in all three regions and provides a similar mix of courses with the 

exception of two trade specialisations – automotive in Port Augusta and electrical instrumentation in 

Whyalla. These specialisations are due to the high cost of equipment initially and to maintain. The 
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manager estimates that perhaps 2/3 of the students in each of these courses are travelling from 

other towns to do them. He would like to see some additional specialisation if there were sufficient 

finances.  

There are also some other differences between the centres with Whyalla having a front of house 

hospitality training site, although perhaps only a few people travel from Port Augusta for this. 

Whyalla has the strongest nursing program, due to size, tradition and proximity to the university 

training for nurses, but students can study anywhere so are not travelling from other towns for this. 

Some parts of the courses are now based online, meaning students can study from any centre, and 

the staff running the module are based throughout country SA, including some in each of the 3 USG 

centres.  

Retail 

Some examples suggest that successful, unique businesses can attract retail customers from the 

other towns, despite the distances. 

SD Caputo and sons (wholesale and retail fish shop in Port Pirie) are the only specific 

wholesale/retail processing fish shop in the region, although there are other places to buy fish (such 

as fish and chip shop, supermarkets and a new place in Whyalla shopping centre.  Port Pirie retail 

probably represents 50% of the business and especially at Easter or Christmas, people do travel from 

the other two cities to buy fish. The company also delivers wholesale to Port Augusta and Whyalla, 

which together represent some 20% of the business, the remaining 30% is wholesale delivery to 

areas outside of the USG. 

People from Port Pirie and Whyalla do come shopping in Port Augusta, particularly in the football 

season (anecdotal evidence from PA  VIC), and point of sales records in the Wadlata outback centre 

show that people are coming across to buy products, such as emu products, paintings and a 

particular range of T-shirts.  

Anecdotally, some suggest that the retail business links are limited. Few retail businesses would have 

branches in each of the three cities, unlike resources and energy servicing. Some, like McDonalds, 

might be owned by the same person in each city. 

Supply: The fish shop suppliers for Port Pirie are mainly Port Pirie (60%) or Adelaide-based (40%).  

This is the case for fish that can’t be caught locally and cheaper imported product), with one fisher 

from Whyalla, and packing supplies from Port Augusta. Wadlata outback centre does sources some 

products from Port Pirie and locally. 
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4. Conclusions 
 

The three Upper Spencer Gulf cities comprise a significant part of the economies of the three RDA 

regions in which they are located – up to half the Gross Regional Product of their RDA region.  

Collectively, the three cities and the three RDA regions account for around 10% of the South 

Australian economy.  The major industries contributing most to GRP are mining, manufacturing, 

electricity generation, health and education. 

There have only been quite small flows of residents and commuters between the three cities.  But all 

three cities are connected to outlying regions – especially Whyalla and Port Augusta where a total of 

almost 500 residents of these cities worked in the five outback LGAs in a mix of mining, construction 

and services industries.  All three of the cities have much larger flows of residents and workers with 

Adelaide than within the Upper Spencer Gulf.  Each has many people coming from Adelaide to work, 

and many of these are in professions such as public administration, health and education – while 

some are also in mining and manufacturing – usually at the higher end of the wage spectrum in 

these industries.  So ‘lifestyle’ and ‘people attraction’ are important attributes of the three cities – to 

foster that flow of people (and the income they bring) from Adelaide to the Upper Spencer Gulf. 

Business flows between the three cities are strongest in the resources sector and seem to be 

focused on contracting, services and labour rather than in material flows.  The vast majority of the 

production from the main manufacturing/mining facilities in the USG leaves the region – there is 

little value-adding or transformation of products within the region.  But there are strong flows in 

specialist services for the resources sector across the region. 

There are some specialisations in health and education services across the three cities which are 

encouraging people flows and collectively widening the variety of service options available.  Other 

services, social and community services in particular, are more independent with essentially the 

same levels of service supplied from each of the three cities. 

Business activity in the three cities is concentrated in the CBDs and in the older industrial areas, 

though there are signs, particularly in Port Augusta, of older manufacturing businesses closing in 

traditional locations while new ones are opening up in different locations.  There is also a high level 

of business activity occurring outside the CBDs as services (professional, business and community 

services) and construction businesses are able to locate in non-CBD areas and still service their 

customers and clients.  The health of each city’s economy can no longer be determined by a walk 

along the main street looking for empty shops, as much of the new business activity is located in 

other places and may be invisible.   

The three cities have shown quite strong economic performances over the last decade, but as this 

has largely been based on expansion of mining and related activity, as the high employment phase 

of the mining boom passes, growth in the USG may start to lag behind the State average – unless 

other industries emerge as high growth to replace the influence of the mining sector. 
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Appendix 1  Business location maps 

Agriculture and mining - region 

 

Business services and community & social services - region 
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Construction and manufacturing - region 

 

Retail, wholesale and transport - region 
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Business services and community & social services – Port Augusta 

 

Manufacturing and construction – Port Augusta 
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Retail, wholesale and transport – Port Augusta 

 

Business services and community & social services – Port Pirie 
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Manufacturing and construction – Port Pirie 

 

 

Retail, wholesale and transport – Port Pirie 
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Business services and community & social services – Whyalla 

 

 

Manufacturing and construction – Whyalla 
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Retail, wholesale and transport – Whyalla 
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Appendix 2 Specialisations by place or work (location of jobs) 

 

The analysis in the main report looks at economic specialisations according to the mix of jobs done 

by residents in the three cities.  This includes jobs that may be located in other areas, but which are 

still done by residents.  The analysis here looks into the location of the jobs – constraining them to 

be in the three cites.  In practice there is little difference in the two types of data for Port Pirie and 

Port Augusta – though both have hundreds of residents whose jobs were outside the cities.  

However the picture is very different for Whyalla s many jobs held by residents are actually located 

in the State Government owned area of Whyalla Norrie – which is formally outside Whyalla LGA.  So 

looking just at the jobs within in Whyalla LGA does not all the jobs done by residents. 

The analysis presented in this Appendix  uses the location of employment – limited to the three 

LGAs. 

Industry specialisations 
As with the data presented in the main body of this report, the analysis of specialisations in the 

business (employment) mix in the three cities uses the ‘location quotient’3  too.  It again compares 

industries in a selected area against the State average.   A location quotient of 1 means that the 

industry employs the same percentage of people as the State, a figure above 1 signifies a larger 

percentage employed in the industry in the city than in the state while a figure lower than 1 signifies 

the opposite. 

                                                             
3
 The formula is quotient = (% share of industry in city)/(% share of industry in state) 
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Figure 9 Location quotient (ratio of number employed in industry at location and number employed in state 
in that industry.) by location of work 

 

 

Source:  ABS Census 2011, place of work data 

 

The analysis highlights Port Augusta’s power stations in the utilities industry (electricity, gas water 

and waste services) where its share of employment is 3.7 times that of the State as a whole.  Port 

Pirie’s employment share in this industry is also above 1, as is its share of manufacturing jobs. 

The share of Mining jobs in Whyalla is well above the state average (3.5 times), but the share of 

mining jobs in the other two cities is below the State average. Port Augusta is also an important 

administrative centre, with the share of employment in the (predominantly private sector) public 

administration and safety industry double the State average. 

In terms of many of the other industries in general there is a similar pattern of employment between 

the three centres in terms of their employment compared to that of the state as a whole.  Retail 

trade; accommodation and food services; transport, postal and warehousing; education and 

training; health care and social assistance; and other services all have employment levels close to 

that expected from the number expected on the basis of state average proportions. The share of 

jobs in the other industries tends to be slightly below the State average. 
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The interaction between industry sector size, employment and sector 

growth 
 

The following ‘bubble charts’ show: 

 The location quotient for each industry (vertical axis, same measure as in the combined 

chart above) which places a bubble top-to-bottom.  The higher the position the more the job 

mix favours that industry relative to the State average, revealing any industry specialisations 

in each city. 

 The size of each bubble is based on the number of jobs in each industry in each city.  The 

bigger the bubble the more jobs there were in that industry in the city in 2011, revealing 

how important each industry is in each city in terms of jobs. 

 The rate of growth of income (sales, for private sector component) of each industry across 

all of South Australia over the 5 years from 2008 to 2013.  This shows whether or not each 

industry has been a ‘growth industry’ Statewide over the 5 year period.  The more to the 

right the higher the rate of growth in sales – Education had the most growth with 5-year 

growth of 66%.  This left-right measure is the same for each city as the left-right position is 

drawn from the same set of data for the whole State. 

The best place to be is in the top right corner – a specialisation in that industry (location quotient 

well above 1) and in an industry which showed strong growth over the 5 years to 2013.  Conversely, 

the worst place to be is the top left which would indicate specialisation in a ‘dying’ industry. 

 

As noted above, Port Augusta’s electricity generation employment is significant (light blue bubble, 

top right) employing over 3.5 times more people than the State average, and it has quite a large dot.  
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Utilities saw significant growth (40%) in income over the 5 years to 2013 across the State.  Port 

Augusta also has strength in Public Admin (brown vertical stripes) in terms of relative employment 

and the total number of jobs, and it too has been a growth industry.  Transport and Accommodation 

also have 1.5 times State average employment, and have shown 20% growth Statewide in the 5 

years to 2013.  Port Augusta also has about average employment in many of the other growth 

industries.  Port Augusta does not have any specialisation in manufacturing. 

 

Port Pirie’s employment strengths are not as marked – Utilities employing 1.4 times as many people 

as the State average, and Health Care and Retail employing about 1.5 times the State average.  Of 

these, Health Care and Utilities showed strong growth Statewide in the 5 years to 2013.  Port Pirie 

also has above State average employment in Education – the fastest growing industry Statewide 

over the 5 years to 2013. Port Pirie has 1.4 times above State average employment in 

manufacturing, and Statewide the industry showed a decline in sales of 20% over the 5 years to 

2013. 
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Whyalla has strength in mining, with the number of mining jobs in the City 3.5 times the State 

average.  Mining showed 40% growth in sales over the 5 years to 2013 Statewide.  Whyalla also has 

slightly above state average employment in many other of the Statewide growth industries – 

including Education, Health, Rental services and Accommodation. 
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Appendix 3  Socio-economic histories of the three cities 

Port Pirie 
 

Introduction 

The Port Pirie lead smelter commenced operating in 1889, then known as the British Broken Hill Ltd 

Smelters. This led to thousands of people being employed and millions of tonnes of metal produced; 

125 years later it still operates, although many changes have occurred over its history. Today, 

Nyrstar Limited operates the smelter and has recently approved its redevelopment toward a flexible 

polymetallic processing and recovery centre. It is believed this will boost investor confidence in the 

nearby regional centres of Whyalla and Port Augusta. In 1953, Port Pirie was declared South 

Australia's first provincial city, and today it is the state's second largest port and sixth most populous 

city. 

Population Changes 

Records of Port Pirie’s early population numbers show the town’s population to be 160 in 1872 (SA 

City Council 1967). Several years later, in 1876, it had jumped to 950 and by 1881 the population 

stood at 1,530. By 1921 the population of Port Pirie had grown to 9,800; and by 1953 to 15,000. This 

appears to mark a period of stabilisation in its population; between 1961 and 2006 the population 

declined slightly, from over 15,000 to under 15,000. Today it is over 17,000, with the adult 

population (15+) around 14,000, and is growing. 

Diverse History  

Like many of Australia’s regional centres, Port Pirie’s history and development is based on a range of 

different industries. In the early 1870s, the town was gazetted and first land sales occurred (History 

of Port Pirie 1967). Jetties were built to accommodate the growing wheat trade, followed by rail 

construction and formation of the Port Pirie Wharf Company in 1878. Shipment of silver ore from 

the Port commenced in 1885, and this period led to the town’s role as a major mining centre. In 

1889 tons of bullion were being exported and BHP set up a refinery in Port Pirie. That year the town 

became gazetted as a manufacturing area. A large influx of labourers led to an acute housing 

shortage. 

Primary production (cropping, livestock) has long been an important driver of the local Port Pirie 

economy, and its importance has persisted until today. More recently, these industries have 

diversified (eg viticulture, aquaculture), and are among the range of business and industry expansion 

opportunities described in more detail below. The town’s proximity to the harbour and rail 

infrastructure has meant transportation of agricultural and mining products is one of its dominant 

industries. 

Periods of Growth and Decline 

Following is a summary of Port Pirie’s lead smelting and refinery history, divided into the four 

quarters of the century 1889 to 1989 (Non-Ferrous Smelting Symposium 1989): 

1889–1914 Smelting plant established on basis of imported technology. Ownership of site 

divided: smelting by several different companies treating oxidised ores and refining by The Broken 
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Hill Proprietary Co. (BHP), which took over the whole operation in 1892, transferring all smelting 

activities to Port Pirie. 

1915–1939 The period when Port Pirie Smelters emerged as a world leader in developing lead 

smelting/refining technology. World War One led to a loss of concentrates exported, but a demand 

for metals for strategic purposes. Zinc Corporation, with other Broken Hill mining companies, 

acquired a controlling interest in BHP Port Pirie works; resulted in formation of The Broken Hill 

Associated Smelters Proprietary Limited (BHAS), with major mining companies owning shares. This 

led to major upgrading of the plant, with a new central power plant and a separate research facility. 

1919 marked the beginning of big strikes at Broken Hill and discontinuance of ore supplies for Port 

Pirie, where lead smelting operations temporarily ceased. 

1940–1964 World War Two slowed down the smelter’s development, but post-war there was an 

influx of manpower, including technical staff, which boosted development. For example, the world’s 

largest lead blast furnace was designed and brought into use. A uranium and rare earth treatment 

plant operated north of the town from 1954 to 1962. 

1965–1989 Environmental pressures influenced this period; ie lead use declined due to its 

toxicity and prices were depressed. Zinc and copper production occurred from 1967. 

New Industries and Opportunities  

In 2007 mineral exploration in South Australia made up approximately 15 per cent of the national 

budget of $260 million for this field (South Australian Centre for Economic Studies 2011). This is a 

new growth industry for the Port Pirie region, and the Port is suitably located to benefit from the 

mineral exploration boom. It is able to provide a convenient fly-in/fly-out destination for employees 

servicing mines and exploring remote parts of the Flinders Ranges.  

It is envisaged that smelter redevelopment planned for the near future will benefit the wider region. 

This will help boost other industry sectors in the region, such as real estate, retail and small 

businesses established to support the hire of labour. The redevelopment will, it is believed, set a 

platform for steady growth, which is crucial to the region’s future, rather than ‘boom and bust’ 

cycles (ABC news story 2014).  

Port Pirie is also a major support centre to the surrounding rural and agricultural sector. The town 

has been described as the ‘Roxby Downs’ of the mid-North (Stock Journal 2012), with a major role as 

the region’s ‘vibrant economic centre’. Other recent proposals include a $15 million camel abattoir, 

although this could be based elsewhere, and farming remains a ‘backbone’ of the region. Mayor 

Brenton Vanstone said (Stock Journal 2012): "The agricultural industry is always growing in 

importance and with regional cities [being] the service hubs for this essential industry – we need 

more attention.” 

Congestion at wheat silo sites has led to demand for more grain handling ports; many companies 

have shown interest in exporting grain (and iron ore) from Port Pirie. Zinc and other concentrates 

handled by the smelter are transported using the existing port facilities. Funding was sought in the 

2012–13 state budget to assess long-term strategies to improve access to the port and maximise its 

loading facilities, to create a more effective port (RDA Yorke and mid-North website); improved 

airport facilities are also needed.   
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New developments, such as a waste water reclamation plant that opened in 2012, are described by 

the Mayor as a sign of “life and vitality”. Others include: value adding to agriculture; intensive 

livestock; aquaculture; service industries, particularly in support of new mining activities; building 

and construction; mining and mineral processing; manufacturing; renewable energy and alternative 

water sources; and knowledge intensive industries (Port Pirie Regional Council site). 

Residential construction is another growth industry in the region. The Provincial Cities have 

specifically targeted older residents, highlighting the many benefits and advantages of living in a 

regional city (SA Centre for Economic Studies 2011). For example, Port Pirie has launched a 

promotion campaign encouraging baby boomers to retire there, highlighting its close proximity to 

Adelaide and the Flinders Ranges, its warm ‘Mediterranean’ climate and abundant and affordable 

supply of land. Part of the campaign involves the construction of a retirement village with 

independent living units and self-contained apartments worth $22 million. 
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Port Augusta 
 

Introduction 

Port Augusta’s history commenced in the late 1800s as a delivery point for ‘tea and sugar’ supplies, 

and an export point for wool on its way to London. Other goods then began to move out through the 

Port, such as the first wheat shipments in 1877, and when rail development came the Port’s shipping 

quantities escalated enormously. More recently, commercial coal mining led to the establishment of 

coal-fired power stations in the region. These brought economic and population growth and in 1964 

helped Port Augusta achieve city status. 

Population Changes 

The town’s settled residents numbered 30 in 1856; by 1875 the number had risen to 569 (Anderson 

1986). However, due to mining and pastoral activities, the population to Port Augusta’s north 

exceeded 6000. In 1882 – a time of prosperity due to investment in mining ventures – the 

population had grown to 3000. Recent population estimates for Port Augusta put the current total at 

around 14,500. The community includes a significant proportion (up to 25%) of Aboriginal people (SA 

Govt 2009). 

Diverse History 

Port Augusta’s life as an important centre commenced as an entry/exit point for wool, wheat and 

other products. As settlers ventured north in search of rich farming country, the population boomed. 

The advent of rail greatly increased freight capacity of wheat, cattle and other supplies through the 

Port, although drought affected this at times. The rail industry proved crucial through the World 

Wars, and following the wars Port Augusta became a centre for light industry and the site of an 

electrical plant.  

Port Augusta’s location at the head of the Spencer Gulf acts as a crossroads gateway to the vast 

interior beyond; traffic crosses the continent here, from north to south and east to west. The 

emergence of a range of industries have given the Port a diverse history and set it up for a promising 

future. Today, it remains a rail town, but the ‘crossroads’ town is diversifying –aquaculture is an 

expanding industry and other areas for which the Port is renowned include Indigenous culture and 

outback distance education (Wadlata Outback Centre site). As mentioned, production of electric 

power is another major industry, comprising three coal-fired power stations, the first of which was 

completed in 1954. 

Periods of Growth and Decline 

1849: Lieutenant Governor of SA ordered commission for establishment of Port. 

1852: Port site selected and two years later Elders purchased waterfront land for establishment of 

jetties from which wool, copper, ore and grain could be shipped out, and supplies for northern 

settlers brought in. 

1864: Prolonged drought caused inland production and transport to stall, and a sad new industry 

emerged – the Boiling Down Works salvaged products from the carcasses of starving stock. 
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1870s: The agricultural expansion of this decade was a great time for Port Augusta businesses, which 

quickly established connections with the newly opened areas, providing much work for teamsters. 

With rail development the Port's shipping tonnages of wheat quadrupled. 

1880s: The influx of people due to mining created a boom in construction. The world’s largest ostrich 

farm at the time operated near Port Augusta. 

1900: Drought again affected wheat production, but the rail industry saved Port Augusta from the 

worst of the 1930s depression and when war came, this industry was crucial to the war effort. 

Following the war the town became a centre for light industry and the site of an electrical plant. 

1917: Arrival of trans-continental railway, between Port Augusta and Kalgoorlie in Western Australia. 

1950s: The story of Port Augusta’s power stations lies behind the history of South Australia’s energy 

industry (Alinta Energy site). After World War Two, the South Australian government aimed to 

become self-sufficient in its energy supply. Development of the Playford Power Station in 1954 

provided an economic and population boost to the region; another larger station was commissioned 

in 1985. There are now three stations, producing about 40% of the state’s energy and their 

ownership has changed several times – most recently they have been affiliated with Alinta Energy. 

During this decade Port Augusta became the centre of outback distance education. The School of the 

Air started at the local Royal Flying Doctor base and later moved to its own headquarters with 100 

enrolled students. Today it enables isolated children to learn and communicate in a virtual classroom 

via the internet. 

New Industries and Opportunities 

The dominant industries in Port Augusta today are (South Australian Centre for Economic Studies 

2011): Healthcare; Electricity generation; Police and corrective services, and Tourism. There is great 

agricultural potential in the region, such as that provided by the Seawater Greenhouse – built in 

Australia in 2010 – that creates ideal growing conditions for crops inside the greenhouse and 

produces fresh water for irrigation, using only seawater and sunlight 

(www.seawatergreenhouse.com).  

Aquaculture is another expanding industry. Opportunities exist to grow and diversify the existing 

aquaculture industry sectors (eg snapper and similar fish) as well as establish new novel aquaculture 

species (eg select finfish, shellfish species, sea cucumbers, sea urchins and octopus) (Uni of Adelaide 

2013). 

Tourism is also growing – the Port’s proximity to the Flinders Ranges makes it an ideal location for 

tourists to base themselves before exploring the region. Port Augusta is a natural crossroads for 

Indigenous people who have long been trading in the region; historically people came from all over 

to meet for ceremonial purposes. It has gained a reputation as a centre for Aboriginal culture and 

learning. 

As part of the Provincial Cities campaign to attract older residents, Port Augusta has released land in 

a retirement village that will generate local employment (SA Centre for Economic Studies 2011). 
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Whyalla 
 

Introduction 

The Broken Hill Proprietary Company Limited (BHP) acquired leases to work ore in the Iron Knob and 

Hummock Hill (now Whyalla) region in November 1899, as iron ore could be used for flux in the 

Company's smelter in Port Pirie. In January of 1901, men began arriving from Port Pirie to build a 

tramway to the ore deposits at Iron Knob. Whyalla’s economic and social prosperity has been closely 

tied to BHP’s activity in the area up until the present day. 

Figure 1 shows the population of Whyalla since 1901. The noticeable rise in Whyalla’s population 

was linked with the opening of shipyards just prior to the Second World War and the success and 

expansion of steelworks in the town. The shipyards were closed in 1978, with a corresponding 

decline in population, which has only reversed in recent years. The following case study will look 

more closely at the factors influencing the ‘boom and bust’ of Whyalla’s population. 

 

Figure 10 Population of Whyalla 

 

Rapid Expansion  

The BHP Indenture Act was proclaimed in 1937 and an area of land in Whyalla was set aside for the 

construction of a blast furnace and harbour. With the outbreak of the Second World War, BHP also 

began construction of shipyards to provide boats for the Australian Navy. The resultant migration of 

workers into the town saw the population rise drastically.  

In 1958, BHP announced the decision to build an integrated steelworks at their site in Whyalla. By 

1962, BHP was employing 2,301 staff at the steelworks and 1,407 at the shipyards. The census in 

1966 revealed that the population of Whyalla had reached 22,126, an increase of over 8,000 people 

in the previous five years. To cope with this increase in population, the South Australian Housing 
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Trust was building houses at a rate of 500 a year. At this time new workers were forced to live in ‘tin 

shacks’ due to lack of housing (The Australian, August 27 2011). 

The construction of the Whyalla steelworks was completed in 1968, when the pellet plant and the 

coke ovens both began operation. Estimates of the population in that year show it continuing to rise, 

increasing by approximately 6,000 in the previous two years to 28,150. The workforce of BHP in 

1970 had reached 6,950. Preliminary planning by the Department of Lands for Whyalla was now 

allowing for a city of 100,000 people.  

 

The Period of Decline 

Due to a shipbuilding slump in the 1970s, mainly because of foreign competition, the Whyalla 

shipyards closed down in 1978. The city, after a population peak of 33,000 in 1976, rapidly 

decreased its numbers, declining over a period of 20 years to around 25,000 people. As an example 

of the scale of population decline in the town, over the period 1991 to 1996 Whyalla experienced 

the twelfth largest population loss (2012 persons) of all Australian cities, at an annual rate of 1.6 per 

cent. This was equivalent to losing six per cent of its total population resident in 1991 (SACES 1997). 

Population decline had a number of implications for Whyalla’s community. One of these was loss of 

services, for example in 1992 Whyalla had 1600 persons per GP, compared to 873 persons per GP in 

Adelaide and 1173 persons per GP for non-metropolitan South Australia (Beer and Keane 1999). 

Local businesses also lacked an environment in which they had to compete and innovate, leaving 

some stagnation in the business community (see Evans and Sawyer 2009). 

Another consequence has been the pressure put on industry to diversify, both within its specialist 

industrial manufacturing sector and outside of it. The most obvious examples of success to date 

have been the growth of aquaculture operations, which in 2003 employed around 75 people, and 

the success of a local algae extraction plant for betatene, which is now the largest producer of beta-

carotene in the world. The Whyalla and Eyre Peninsula Regional Profile (RDA 2011) also states that: 

“Increased development to diversify the region’s economic base in aquaculture, mining, renewable 

energy, tourism, and branding the region’s produce will be the critical success factor to reduce 

economic vulnerability and ensure the future economic growth.” 

The most recent successes in growing a diverse industry base have arguably been made possible 

because of investment from the mining boom in South Australia. SACES (1997) points out that the 

diversification that had taken place in Whyalla up to 1997, since the loss of shipbuilding, had not 

been of a size or sufficient scale to arrest the gradual decline in the city’s population.  

 

Mining Brings New Opportunities 

In 2000 OneSteel Ltd was formed after the steelmaking industries were divested from BHP, ending a 

long relationship with the area. From 2004 OneSteel’s investment in a blast furnace reline boosted 

confidence in Whyalla and marked a turnaround in the city’s economic decline. In 2005 OneSteel’s 

‘Project Magnet’ began and since then the city has started to experience an upturn in its economy. 

Despite this, uncertainty in employment has persisted due to the community’s reliance on the 

steelworks. For example, in August 2011 The Australian reported that “In the past 12 months, this 
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fear [of redundancy] has grown, culminating when operator OneSteel announced a $185 million full-

year loss, fuelling speculation about retrenchment and plant closure.” However, the continued shift 

in focus of Onesteel’s operations from manufacturing to mining means that Whyalla is enjoying a 

period of renewed growth and prosperity. 

Whyalla’s Bumpy Ride: Lessons and Implications 

In South Australia, mineral exploration expenditure increased 800 percent in the five years to 2009 

and spending of $323 million in 2007 means that the State has become Australia's second biggest 

spender on minerals exploration. One of the consequences of this has been an increased demand for 

and a strong median price growth in housing within the so-called "Iron Triangle" towns of Port 

Augusta (48 percent), Whyalla (17 percent) and Port Pirie (22 percent) (Evans and Sawyer 2009; 

Wilson 2008). Whyalla has been well placed to take advantage of this investment, ironically for the 

same reason it experienced a long decline; its labour skills are specialised in mining, engineering and 

manufacturing. 

SACES (1997) have pointed out that regions and major urban centres with a high degree of 

specialisation are strongly associated with periods of rapid growth or rapid decline (net migration 

loss) dependent upon the fortunes of the industry or activity in which they are found to be 

concentrated.  This experience is shared with cities such as Moe (electricity, gas), Morwell 

(electricity), Lithgow (manufacturing) and Broken Hill (mining). They go on to say:  

 “In the context of long-term planning, it is more realistic, without being unduly pessimistic, to 

regard the twenty years after World War II, when the South Australian population grew more 

rapidly than the national population, as an anomaly.  This was the only period since the last 

century when South Australia’s population grew more rapidly, in proportional terms, than the 

national average.” 

Thus the period of decline in Whyalla’s population can be interpreted as a correction in response to 

a period of unsustainable growth in the decade to 1971. The challenge for Whyalla is to manage the 

next ‘boom’ time in such a way as to minimise the impact on the community when mining activities 

inevitably begin to wane. Such management could include increased diversification, considering the 

realistic prospect of future population decline from a strategic planning perspective, and using the 

‘boom’ cycle to provide a financial basis for self-reliance in ‘bust’ times from a regional perspective.   

 

 

 


