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Wildness, islandness & place-

based rural development…

• Conceptual foundations…

• Kangaroo Island: a regional geography

• Staples dependence, crisis and response: endogenous 

development, entrepreneurialism, institutional 

adaptiveness, resilience?

• Reflections and conclusions



Evolution and resilience of Australian rural 

communities
• Evolutionary thinking 

recognises local communities 

and economies change under 

competitive pressure

• Change does not always 

mean extinction…

• The geographical variability of 

rural growth and decline

• Robustness, resistance and 

resilience… 

• Path dependence-staples trap
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Source:https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/allprimarymainfeatures/7B33A7
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https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/allprimarymainfeatures/7B33A7E366915C49CA258291001DFE75?opendocument


Islandness and resilience…

• The plight of rural and remote places a growing concern 

for policy and practice (demographic change, 

health/wellbeing, development)

• Islands and remoteness. Discourses of ‘islandness’ 

(Stratford, 2008): double-edged sword of ‘island life’:

– Uniqueness vs. ‘mainstream’ of national and/or continental 

economies and societies

– Vulnerability vs. strength, self-reliance

– Firm boundaries = defined identity

– Genuine novelty, ecologically and socio-culturally

– However, smaller scale economies, tiny domestic market, higher 

costs 



Kangaroo Island: Wild times in a unique 

place
• Home to the Kartan people 16 000 – 4 000 years 

BP. Apparently abandoned sometime after 

landbridge to mainland disappeared…

• No apparent human habitation at the time of 

Flinder’s voyage in 1802

• First site of settlement in South Australia in 1836 

by the South Australian Company (Reeves 

Point)… but abandoned in 1838 for the mainland

• Haven for whalers, sealers, ship’s absconders, 

smugglers, kidnappers, etc. for many decades to 

the early 1900s



The gradual incorporation of KI 
– Economy, society and population grows slowly through 

the late 1800s. Island a source of valued primary 

resources to the booming mainland: salt, skins, timber, 

seal oil, meat, etc.

– Few medical and educational services

– South Australia a self-governing colony in 1856 but voting 

on the Island only effectively permitted in 1875 (Nunn, 

1989).

– …their isolation was accentuated by their total dependence on sea 

transport and communication. This probably strengthened the bonds 

between islanders, and reinforced their sense of difference from other 

South Australians. Islanders thought that mainlanders received more 

favourable official recognition than they. Such seeming neglect 

strengthened islanders’ notions that the concerns of their small society, 

set apart from the rest of South Australia, were of little account. 

Islanders maintained the guarded attitudes to government agencies 

which had developed during the early days of settlement. Such 

attitudes have been handed down to the present time (Nunn, 1989, 

126). 



Productivism arrives on KI

Source: Nunn, 1981, Appendix



Boom, crash, opera: Evolution and 
resilience on Kangaroo Island

Total popn.

Farm debt increases rapidly

Banks pressuring for foreclosure 

on ‘bad debts’

Farm numbers decline; average 

size increases…



Resistance and resilience of Kangaroo 
Island farm sector

• Beyond pluriactivity…

– Immediate post-crisis 

experimentation led to the 

development of a number of 

small industries

– Yacca gumming, marron, 

agri-tourism…

• New brands for old 

commodities…

– Fat lamb exports (KI Gold)…

– Vineyard and winery 

developments

– Free range eggs

– Potatoes



Robustness and resilience of Kangaroo 
Island – economy and workforce

• Workforce still strongly 

dependent on farming in spite 

of crisis and responses. 

Evidence of path dependence

• Location quotients of 4.7

(1996) to 5.6 (2016) in 

agricultural employment

• Above 1 in tourism sectors 

but…

• Tourism sector employment 

sluggish

• Minor decline in workforce 

2011-16: -1.5%



A case study of place-based development: 

related variety, agency & institutions

• KI Pure Grain
– Local family-run 

consortium of grain 

farmers

– Dissatisfied 

with/marginalised by 

corporatised bulk 

handling arrangements

– Now with niche 

markets in local 

brewing, biscuit 

making, direct links to 

international markets
“…I think for the first time in my lifetime that strip of water is proving to be 

an advantage rather than a disadvantage. We’re marketing it (canola, barley) 

as clean, green, whatever” Rod Bell, KIPG  



A case study of place-based development: 

related variety, agency & institutions

• KI Wool
– Loose affiliation of 

producers committed to 

outrunning the 

‘agricultural treadmill’…

– Competitive/co-operative 

benchmarking

– Collapse of managed 

trade led to attempts to 

control the commodity 

chain, direct links to 

international markets



Robustness and resilience of Kangaroo 
Island – social

– Great efforts put into 

keeping junior sport 

alive and well. 

Mainland connections 

vital…

– ‘Islander’ attitude but 

regard for community 

members

– 5 netball and football 

(Aussie Rules) clubs in 

a region of > 5 000 

popn.

– Ongoing strength of 

social and sporting 

clubs – in spite of 

ageing – evidence of 

robust social capital



A case study of place-based 

development: institutional innovation

• Office of the Commissioner for Kangaroo 

Island (OCKI)

– Dedicated place-based management and 

economic development agency with direct 

representation in State Cabinet

– Plethora of industry-type ‘peak bodies’

– Powerful voice for the Island…

– But also divisive…



Robustness and resilience of Kangaroo 
Island-the tourism sector
• Ongoing development of tourism 

sector on Island…

• Expansion of international tourism 

sector

• Expansion of transport linkages for 

package holidays… airport 

upgrade

• ‘Upmarket’ resorts with more 

planned…

• Arrival of cruise ships

• Uniqueness and the exotic 

threatened?

• Disarticulation?



Kangaroo Island: Whither staples 
dependence?

• Challenges (and opportunities) facing Australian 
rural communities

• Staples dependence as weakness… and strength

• The power of place and of related variety in 
local/regional development articulated within 
broader scale networks/relations, including the 
global. 

• Islandness as strength and weakness; as cost 
disadvantage and local competitive advantage.

• Islandness as pride in place but recognition of need 
for and advantages of broader scale connections


