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Except for the first six years of British settlement in South Australia there has never 
been a distinct separation of g o v e r n m e n t   a n d   p r i v a t e   i n v o l v e m e n t   i n   
e c o n o m i c   development. Further, as this period from the 1840s largely c o i n c i d e d   
w i t h   t h e   r i s e   o f   m o d e r n   c a p i t a l i s m   ( i n   N o r t h   America, Europe and its dominions, 
including Australia) the intertwined public/private development of cities and towns has
been carried out in support of the growth of local and international capitalism.

T h e r e   w e r e   a l s o   c o n d i t i o n s   p e c u l i a r   t o   e s t a b l i s h i n g   a   colony in such a remote and
marginally productive country which reinforced the involvement of government in the
development of South Australia. It is in this context that the role of government in the 
formation of South Australia’s country towns is considered.1

T h i s   p a p e r   a p p r o a c h e s   t h e   s u b j e c t   f r o m   s e v e r a l   perspectives: first, some of 
the theoretical and pragmatic reasons for government involvement are discussed; 
second, d e p i c t i o n s   o f   t h e   s e v e r a l   h i s t o r i c a l   p h a s e s   a r e   g i v e n ;   a n d   third, some of 
the specific purposes for which ‘government’ towns were formed are highlighted.

Overview

In his introduction to the Australian political economy, Brian Head observes that the 
long history of government involvement has been obscured by the myth of a laissez-
faire policy in which government did not interfere in the economy o r   s o c i e t y   u n t i l   
w e l l   i n t o   t h e   t w e n t i e t h   c e n t u r y . 2   T h a t   m y t h   h a s   b e e n   d i s c r e d i t e d   b y   m a n y   
r e s e a r c h e r s ,   n o t a b l y   i n   t h e   w o r k   o f   e c o n o m i c   h i s t o r i a n ,   N . G .   B u t l i n . 3   I n   
S o u t h   Australia, as in the other Australian states, there are long-established 
precedents for government involvement both in supporting capitalist enterprise and in 
urban development.

I n   G o v e r n i n g   t h e   C i t i e s ,   A n d r e w   P a r k i n   s u c c i n c t l y   e x p l a i n s   w h y   s t a t e   
g o v e r n m e n t s   h a v e   p r e d o m i n a t e d   a s   Australia’s urban governments, and 
demonstrates that there is a   c l e a r   l i n e   o f   d e s c e n t   f r o m   t h e   f o u n d i n g   
c o l o n i a l   governments which created the present capital cities as ports a n d   c e n t r e s   
o f   s e t t l e m e n t   a n d   a d m i n i s t r a t i o n .   T h i s   explanation touches also on the 
linkages made with economic development, described by Parkin as a ‘long history of 
i n t e r v e n t i o n i s m   b y   t h e   A u s t r a l i a n   p u b l i c   s e c t o r ’ .   F r o m   t h e   start, there was public 
investment in infrastructure, such as service, transport and utilities, essential to the 
creation of capital and its increase.

‘Development’ was central to local politics. In Parkin’s words, ‘The powerful 
development- oriented agencies, public-works departments and utilities became the 
dynamic c o m p o n e n t s   o f   t h e   c e n t r a l i s e d   S t a t e   a p p a r a t u s . ’   T h i s   g o v e r n m e n t   
a c t i v i s m   h a s   b e e n   d e s c r i b e d   a s   ‘ c o l o n i a l   socialism’, but its acceptance and co-
existence with a private enterprise economic system and private property, suggests 
m o r e   a p p r o p r i a t e   l a b e l s   s u c h   a s   ‘ s t a t e   c a p i t a l i s m ’   o r   ‘ l e   socialism sans 
doctrines’.4

The cities were built by a partnership of public and private enterprise with the state 
providing the essential services, and, through assisted immigration, much of the 



labour. But, as Leonie Sandercock writes in Cities for Sale ‘this state i n t e r v e n t i o n   
w a s   n o t   . . .   “ c o l o n i a l   s o c i a l i s m ” .   I t s   p u r p o s e   was to create the conditions in which 
private enterprise could flourish’.5

Colonial government policy promoted metropolitan dominance. This may seem 
paradoxical, but should be emphasised. By deciding upon Adelaide as the capital, the 
founding authorities ensured that all other South Australian settlements would be and 
would always remain rural centres only. The centralisation of administration and 
major social and cultural facilities, and the construction of government-financed 
transport and communications networks radiating from the capital city intensified the 
initial differentiation and reinforced Adelaide’s vastly greater population growth and 
commercial dominance.

T h i s   p l a c e d   a   c e i l i n g   o n   t h e   f u r t h e r   d e v e l o p m e n t   o f   country towns as complex 
and populous urban centres. The precise location of Adelaide also influenced the siting 
of many other towns, most of which were created so as to expedite travel to the city.

During the colony’s first thirty years, when the majority of country towns were formed
by private developers, they were clustered most thickly in the agricultural districts 
closest to Adelaide. The exceptions, further afield, were either private mining towns 
such as Burra and Kapunda, or townships surveyed and supported by the government 
to serve more r e m o t e   p a s t o r a l   d i s t r i c t s ,   s u c h   a s   P o r t   A u g u s t a   i n   t h e   n o r t h   and Robe 
in the south east.6

T h e   p e a k   p e r i o d   o f   g o v e r n m e n t   i n v o l v e m e n t   i n   t h e   f o r m a t i o n   o f   c o u n t r y   
t o w n s   c a m e   a f t e r   t h a t ,   f r o m   a r o u n d   1870 to 1927. This suggests that, despite the 
continuing role of government, its extent and precise characteristics changed with time. 
Head makes the same observation for state intervention in general: ‘Rather than 
focusing simply on increasing levels of state intervention, it is more useful to consider
state/economy relations in terms of a series of historical phases, in which the forms of 
intervention have changed in response to numerous factors.’7

T w o   k e y   h i s t o r i e s   d o c u m e n t   t h e   c r u c i a l   r o l e   o f   government in the 
formation and support of country towns, both of which were written by geographers. 
The pioneering work was prepared by a visiting American scholar, Donald W. 
Meinig, On the Margins of the Good Earth. The South Australian Wheat Frontier, 
1869-1884 was first published in 1962 and it remains a classic study. The other 
important w o r k   i s   M i c h a e l   W i l l i a m s ,   T h e   M a k i n g   o f   t h e   S o u t h   Australian 
Landscape, published in 1974. This is more ambitious in scope, no less than a 
historical geography of South Australia since the start of British settlement in 1836.

Williams affirms the central role of the South Australian government in the process of
shaping the landscape and returns to this in his concluding pages. He suggests that 
s e t t l e r s   a c c e p t e d   g o v e r n m e n t   d i r e c t i v e   b e c a u s e   t h e   g o v e r n m e n t   w a s   
‘ g u a r d i a n   a n d   a p p o r t i o n e r   o f   l a n d ’ ,   m a i n t a i n i n g   t h e   W a k e f i e l d   s y s t e m   o f   
c o l o n i s a t i o n   l i n k i n g   land, labour, capital and wages; also, until late in the century, only 
the government had sufficient money and resources to carry out many of the desired 
works. In many ways, this r e p r e s e n t e d   a n   ‘ u n d e c l a r e d   p a r t n e r s h i p   b e t w e e n   
administration and individuals’.8

Both Meinig and Williams stress the enduring influence of the founding years because 
of the unusual emphasis upon theoretical planning which continued to shape 
developments long afterwards. The founding set of rules was expressed most clearly 
‘in the activities of surveying the landscape and creating the townships which were a 



nicely blended balance between the theoretical and the opportune’.9 Any discussion of 
the role of government in South Australia should begin at that point for the same 
reason.

First Phase

The original conception of the colony was developed by private British interests, 
drawing upon theoretical principles o f   c o l o n i s a t i o n   e l a b o r a t e d   m a i n l y   b y   
E d w a r d   G i b b o n   Wakefield. Wakefield stipulated that the government should 
control and dispose of the land, surveying it in advance and using the money raised by 
the sales to import the labour from Britain; the proposed company, for its part, would 
pay for the expenses of government, and, having first choice of the land, would ‘lay 
out a town or towns, and make such roads, bridges, docks ... as may seem best 
calculated to increase the value of their purchase, by fitting it for the reception of 
s e t t l e r s ’ . 1 0   I n   t h i s   o u t l i n e   c a n   b e   s e e n   t h e   b a s i s   f o r   a   considerable supportive 
role for the government and a responsibility for providing infrastructure by the 
proposed company. In the event these functions became mixed, in the modified form 
of colonial administration accepted by the B r i t i s h   g o v e r n m e n t .   U n t i l   1 8 4 2 ,   t h e   
c o l o n y   w a s   r u l e d   b y   t w o   f o r m s   o f   g o v e r n m e n t ,   b o t h   L o n d o n - b a s e d   b u t   
representing the British government and private interests (the Colonization 
Commissioners).

Apart from Adelaide, the government did not become directly involved in the 
formation of towns until the 1840s. It was hardly necessary as, following on the heels 
of the g o v e r n m e n t   s u r v e y o r s ,   p r i v a t e   s p e c u l a t o r s   b u s i l y   c r e a t e d   t o w n s   a n d   
v i l l a g e s   o n   t h e   b e s t   p a r t s   o f   t h e   h i l l s   a n d   p l a i n s   near Adelaide. Subsequently, the 
government provided ports and staging posts in response to rather than in advance of 
particular interests, such as the pastoral ports mentioned: in the 1860s, these pastoral 
ports included Port Mannum and Blanchetown on the great inland water route of the 
River M u r r a y .   A   c l u s t e r   o f   m i n i n g   t o w n s   a n d   p o r t s   w e r e   a l s o   provided for the 
copper mining interests in northern Yorke Peninsula.

In Williams’ view, after a hesitant start the government concentrated on providing 
towns which supported rather than competed with private interests, by creating towns 
in remote areas for the mining and pastoral industries which might not attract the 
private speculator. There were some exceptions: N a r a c o o r t e ,   G a m b i e r   T o w n   a n d   
B u r r a   w e r e   s o m e w h a t   clumsily grafted onto existing private settlements.11

Second Phase

T h e   s e c o n d   p h a s e   o f   d i r e c t ,   a c t i v e   a n d   r e m a r k a b l y   e x t e n s i v e   g o v e r n m e n t   
i n v o l v e m e n t   i n   t h e   f o r m a t i o n   o f   country towns started during the 1860s. The 
Waste Lands Amendment Act (Strangways Act), which became effective in 1869, is 
generally taken as the most significant factor in the change in land policies which had a
direct bearing on the great increase in government township formation.

However, there were other factors. South Australia was granted responsible 
government in 1856. A colonial government w a s   s u b j e c t   t o   l o c a l   p r e s s u r e s   a n d   l o c a l   
p o l i t i c a l   c o n c e r n s ,   such as the loss of farming settlers to neighbouring colonies 
where farmland was being made available on more liberal t e r m s .   B o w e s ,   w h o   
t a k e s   1 8 6 8   a s   t h e   t u r n i n g   p o i n t ,   emphasises crucial changes in the individuals 
and activities of the state (parliament and public service) itself: ‘The personnel o f   
p a r l i a m e n t   w a s   g r e a t l y   d i f f e r e n t   . . .   m e m b e r s   g e n e r a l l y   were more aware of the 
realities of land settlement, sections of the electors became organized and influential, 



and the Crown Lands Department developed powerful and efficient administrative 
machinery.’12

The dominant personality for the entire period 1860-1890 w a s   t h e   S u r v e y o r - G e n e r a l , 
G . W .   G o y d e r .   ‘ T h e   s m o o t h n e s s   of the expansion of agriculture during the 1870’s 
was largely d u e   t o   t h e   e f f i c i e n c y   o f   h i s   a d m i n i s t r a t i o n .   H i s   m i n d   f i r s t   gave birth to
the idea of a drainage scheme in the South-East ... The direction of the railway 
network of the 1870s and the 1880s was greatly influenced by his ideas.’13

The emphasis on farming – mainly wheat farming – was both because of its 
commercial value as an export product and as a means of concentrating settlement in 
line with the original Wakefield concept. Pastoralists ranged far more widely, well 
beyond the settled districts.

Farmers’ political pressures and ‘voting with their feet’ forced the government to 
adapt. Strangways Act was a major departure as it substituted credit sales for cash and 
precluded speculative or pastoral purchases by demanding residence and agricultural 
improvements. The result was a spectacular land b o o m   a s   f a r m e r s   p u s h e d   n o r t h ,   
o n t o   Y o r k e   a n d   E y r e   Peninsulas and into the South-East.

Meinig singled out three crucial features of the expansion of agricultural settlement: 
domesticating the land, creating the t r a n s p o r t   n e t w o r k   a n d   e s t a b l i s h i n g   t h e   t o w n s .   
H e   r e s t o r e d   the country township, which he called that ‘forgotten feature of the 
frontier’ to its proper place in the expansion of farmers into the new northern lands.14

Goyder had a strong concern for the social as well as the economic well-being of 
farming settlers and he considered towns to be essential. He also issued instructions 
for the design of the ideal country town, which faithfully reproduced a c r o s s   t h e   
c o u n t r y s i d e   t h e   A d e l a i d e   m o d e l ,   w i t h   c o r e ,   parkland and suburban lots.

Townships did not simply appear as a logical consequence o f   f a r m i n g   e x p a n s i o n ,   
t h e y   w e r e   i n t e g r a l   t o   t h e   f r o n t i e r   process. This was particularly the case during this
phase of settlement in South Australia, where land planning included towns as well as
farms and the government adhered very closely to surveying a town within every 
hundred. As these were nearly rectangular units of about one hundred square miles, a 
remarkably dense and uniform pattern of township sites was created, placing all the 
newly opened agricultural lands within approximately five miles of a township.

This by no means guaranteed the towns’ development and in fact soon brought them 
into intense competition for local t r a d e .   I n   M e i n i g ’ s   w o r d s ,   ‘ T h e   g o v e r n m e n t ,   
t h e r e f o r e ,   d i d   not really found townships, but only potential townships.’15 M a n y   
s u r v e y e d   t o w n s   r e m a i n e d   ‘ p a p e r ’   t o w n s   o n l y ,   o r   s t r u g g l e d   f o r   a   f e w   s h o r t   
y e a r s   p r o v i d i n g   a   h a n d f u l   o f   services, then disappeared. This makes it very 
difficult to determine precisely how many towns were created by the government.

What is beyond doubt is that during the period 1869-1890 m o s t   o f   t h e   m a n y   n e w   
t o w n s   i n   S o u t h   A u s t r a l i a   w e r e   provided by the government. Williams gives a 
figure of 161 for the twenty years, out of a total of government townships altogether 
of 370 and a combined total of government and private towns of 570.16 (See also 
below.) There is a bound volume kept in State Records, labelled ‘Government Towns’ 
which lists the towns by name and date of formation, as p r e p a r e d   b y   t h e   S u r v e y o r - 
G e n e r a l ’ s   D e p a r t m e n t   i n   1 8 9 6 ,   w i t h   s u p p l e m e n t s   b y   t h e   P a r l i a m e n t a r y   L i b r a r y   u p   
t o   1 9 5 1 .   A count of the towns listed gives a total of 224 for the 1869-1890 period. 
Broughton (1869) was one of the first declared in a new Agricultural Area. Some 
failures included Amyton, Barndioota and Ferns.



Meinig also stressed the significance of railways. Aside f r o m   t h e   s u r v e y   a n d   s a l e   o f   
t h e   l a n d   ( i n c l u d i n g   t o w n s h i p   l a n d )   i n   t h e   a g r i c u l t u r a l   a r e a s   ‘ n o   a c t i v i t y   w a s   
m o r e   fundamental to the development of this new farming region t h a n   t h e   
c o n s t r u c t i o n   o f   r a i l w a y s .   A n d   j u s t   a s   i n   t h e   c a s e   o f   its land disposal policies, the 
government exerted full control a n d   s o u g h t   t o   s h a p e   d e v e l o p m e n t s   
a c c o r d i n g   t o   a   p r e c o n c e i v e d   p a t t e r n ,   a n d ,   a s   w i t h   l a n d   l e g i s l a t i o n ,   t h e   
o r i g i n a l   d e s i g n   w a s   s o o n   m o d i f i e d   i n   r e s p o n s e   t o   l o c a l   demands and conditions 
in the frontier.’17

T h i s   w a s   a l s o   a   m a j o r   f a c t o r   i n   t h e   f o r m a t i o n   a n d   expansion of country 
towns, as the bitter rivalry between townspeople over the precise routes of proposed 
new lines d e m o n s t r a t e s .   P e t e r   D o n o v a n ’ s   p a p e r   ( i n   T e r o w i e   W o r k s h o p )   e x a m i n e s   
at greater length the question of the role of railways in the development of country 
towns.

T h i s   i s   n o t   t o   s a y   t h a t   g o v e r n m e n t s   p r o c e e d e d   w i t h   carefully considered plans 
of general economic and urban d e v e l o p m e n t .   F a r   f r o m   i t !   I n   h i s   t y p i c a l l y   v i v i d ,   
c r i t i c a l   style, Reece Jennings describes the blundering, short-sighted, and politically 
expedient methods employed by successive South Australian governments in building
‘developmental railways’. There often seemed to be a lack of planning for anything.18

To take but one of many examples, the Willunga line, opened in 1915, lost heavily 
year after year, yet the proposed solution was to extend it to Kuitpo. This line was 
built on the r e s u l t s   o f   a   d i s p u t e d   l o c a l   o p t i o n   p o l l   w i t h   h e l p   f r o m   Members of 
Parliament in the district. The people who wanted the line g u a r a n t e e d   t h e   i n t e r e s t   
p a y m e n t s   o n   c a p i t a l   b u t   w h e n   t h e y   saw that it was losing heavily, they pressed their 
M.Ps to r e s c i n d   t h e   g u a r a n t e e   a n d   i n s t i t u t e   e x o r b i t a n t   ‘ l o c a l   r a t e s ’ .   This drove 
traffic onto the roads, and so there was a request f o r   a n   a d v a n c e   t o   s t r e n g t h e n   a l l   
t h e   d i s t r i c t   r o a d s .   T h e   government simultaneously built jetties at Noarlunga and 
N o r m a n v i l l e :   o n   a   s m a l l   s c a l e   t h e y   f o s t e r e d   c u t - t h r o a t   c o m p e t i t i o n   b e t w e e n   
s e a ,   r a i l   a n d   r o a d ,   n o t   t o   s p e a k   o f   between one dwindling town and another, which
provided b a r e l y   e n o u g h   f r e i g h t   o r   p a s s e n g e r   t r a f f i c   t o   k e e p   o n e   transport 
service going.19

From the perspective of Willunga residents, the railway had been provided 40 years 
too late. But most country townspeople believed that renewed agricultural, industrial 
and commercial development would inevitably follow the railway. This view was 
neatly put by the local doctor quoted by the Observer in the year the line was opened:

There can be no doubt that the population of the d i s t r i c t   h a s   d e c r e a s e d   v e r y   
c o n s i d e r a b l y   . . .   T h e   opening of the railway must have a marked effect on t h e   
p r o g r e s s   o f   t h e   p l a c e .   T h e   c l i m a t e   h e r e   i s   delightful, and the township is 
well watered. But at this time you see Willunga absolutely at its worst. It has 
been on the down grade ever since the cessation of work at the quarries, and the 
drought seems to have reduced it to an unprecedented level. We hope that the 
railway facilities now offered may result in the reopening of the quarries; and in 
any case, we are optimistic about the future.20

The optimism aside, this statement reflects perfectly country towns’ fundamental 
dependence on economic conditions: the vagaries of domestic and world markets for 
local products such as – in the case of the Willunga district –wheat, wattle-bark, slate 
and wine; the impact of physical factors such as the exhaustion of southern districts 
soils and severe drought; and the benefits of government-provided or government- 



supported services. However beneficial these services were, they could not alter the 
facts of poor soils and declining or over-supplied markets. While government’s role 
may have been crucial to the formation of many towns and supportive of their 
continued existence, further expansion or even modest prosperity depended ultimately 
on the private sphere, on commercial decisions made far away, and upon the actions of 
local traders and farmers.

Yet during this time the government maintained its direct and extensive development 
role in expanding rural settlement and forming new towns. While the depression of the 
late 1880s-1890s slowed the rate of government town formation, it did not halt it. 
There were even towns created expressly for t h e   u r b a n   w o r k i n g   c l a s s   
u n e m p l o y e d ,   t h a t   i s   V i l l a g e   Settlements, most of which were set up along the 
upper Murray in the mid-1890s. (Those which survived were not proclaimed towns 
until the 1920s.)21

The pace stepped up from around 1910 as economic c o n d i t i o n s   i m p r o v e d .   T h e r e   
w a s   a   s h i f t   t o   p r o v i d i n g   technological bases for the new areas and towns. The 
government began to assume direct responsibility for larger developmental works 
such as drainage in the South-East, irrigation and swamp reclamation along the 
Murray, and water-supply and developmental railways in marginal a g r i c u l t u r a l   a r e a s 
o n   E y r e   P e n i n s u l a   a n d   i n   t h e   M u r r a y   M a l l e e .   I n   1 9 1 5   a l o n e   t w e l v e   t o w n s   w e r e   
p r o c l a i m e d   a n d   f o r t y   e i g h t   b e t w e e n   1 9 1 0   a n d   1 9 1 9 ,   w h e n   t h e   S o l d i e r   
Settlement Scheme was put into effect and the settlers moved onto their blocks.

Government involvement again extended to the design of t h e   n e w   s e r v i c e   c e n t r e s . 
B a r m e r a ,   f o r   e x a m p l e ,   w a s   surveyed in 1920 as the last of the towns which owed 
its existence to the establishment of soldier settlers on the i r r i g a t i o n   b l o c k s .   T h e   
g o v e r n m e n t ’ s   n e w   t o w n   p l a n n e r ,   Charles Reade, prepared an elegant and spacious 
design for the Garden City of the Murray’ although many of the curving terraces and 
generous public spaces were scrapped in the rush to develop the town.22

Again, the onset of depression did not halt the creation of new towns which, as much as 
anything else, reveals the hand o f   g o v e r n m e n t   r a t h e r   t h a n   p r i v a t e   i n v e s t o r s :   t o w n s   
w e r e   being established for policy reasons rather than for immediate economic return. 
Eighteen new towns were proclaimed in rural areas between 1928-39, during the 
worst of the d e p r e s s i o n .   Y e t   i t s   o n s e t   e f f e c t i v e l y   b r o u g h t   t o   a n   e n d   t h e   p h a s e   o f   
a l l   A u s t r a l i a n   g o v e r n m e n t s ’   d i r e c t   d e v e l o p m e n t a l   role. They had to stop making 
huge overseas borrowings and t u r n e d   i n s t e a d   t o   m o r e   i n d i r e c t   f o r m s   o f   
i n t e r v e n t i o n   i n   s u p p o r t   a n d   c o n t r o l   o f   p r i v a t e   i n d u s t r i a l   a n d   u r b a n   
i n v e s t m e n t .   T h e y   a l s o   h a d   t o   c o m e   t o   t e r m s   w i t h   t h e   r e a l i t y   that the country’s 
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