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Introduction 

Key economic indicators show that Wollongong is losing ground when it comes to jobs growth and business 
attraction. The Illawarra Business Chamber wants to reverse this trend and believes a key part of turning this 
around is local leadership on economic development and job creation. 

Economic Development Australia (EDA), a network of economic development practitioners across Australia, has 
highlighted the importance of locally driven economic development bodies. In its 2008 submission to the NSW Rural 
and Regional Taskforce, EDA ï NSW argued that while the various agencies of state government that are involved 
in economic development ñhave value, they are costly to run, using up funds that could be delivered to regions in a 
more direct mannerò. The organisation also recommended that the State Government consider mandating 
óeconomic developmentô as being a core function of Local Councils. 

The Illawarra Business Chamber is proposing a three-step approach to economic development policy in the region. 

Initially, the IBC is seeking to work more closely with existing State and Federal government bodies involved in job 
and business encouragement in the region. This includes improving consultation, co-ordination and accountability 
of these programs. Many of these programs are designed within government and could benefit from business 
thinking input. 

The IBC is also calling on Wollongong City Council to re-engage in economic development policy for the local 
government area (LGA). 

Looking further ahead the IBC wants to work with other public and private stakeholders on model for a dedicated 
economic development unit for Wollongong that can turn around the poor unemployment record of the LGA. 

Key Recommendations 

This paper makes the following key recommendations: 

1. That Wollongong City Council takes a more active role in economic development within the LGA including, 

o the branding of Wollongong LGA 

o working with local business organisations to incorporate additional business-thinking into Council 
operations 

o acting as the go-to body for business development prospects 

o leading bids for Federal and State funding opportunities 

2. That State and Federal agencies operating in the economic development space: 

o commit to regular consultation with business organisations 

o co-ordinate activities, within government agencies and with business organisations 

o provide 6-monthy reports on how funds have been spent and what the output of these funds has 
been (eg no. jobs, no. of businesses attracted) 

3. That local business associations and Wollongong City Council work together to develop a model for an 
economic development body that is best suited to this region and can attract businesses and jobs to 
Wollongong. As a starting point to this process, the IBC recommends looking at a combination model that 
brings together the best aspects of both council and business-led models. 
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The facts and figures 
 

Wollongong is slipping behind comparable cities and the nation. The table below compares the unemployment rates 
of Wollongong LGA with other comparable cities. 

Indicator Wollongong Newcastle Geelong* Australia 

2009 Unemployment rate 
(original, annual average) 

7.1% 5.5% 5.8% 5.6% 

* Barwon-Western District data 

This table shows Wollongong has lost ground against comparable cities across Australia. All these cities have a 
manufacturing-base history but Newcastle and Geelong have unemployment rates around the national average ï 
while Wollongongôs is substantially higher. 

The chart paints a similar picture. Expect for a few 
isolated readings, the unemployment rate of 
Wollongong and the Illawarra is persistently higher 
than the national average. 

This slipping against other cities is likely to be due 
to a range of factors ï not just the absence of an 
economic development body in Wollongong.  

Nevertheless, the experience of these similar cities 
shows that Wollongong needs an economic 
development body if it is to attract the investment 
need to create jobs and get back on track. 
Wollongong is going backwards ï while other 
comparable cities move ahead.  

Reversing this trend will clearly take more than just 
establishing an economic development body. Nevertheless, a co-ordinated group focused on economic 
development will be a key component in securing future growth in Wollongong. Without such a body, economic 
development will continue to happen in an isolated, ad hoc fashion without generating the gains possible from a 
dedicated body. 
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Existing Wollongong Agencies 
 

One argument often put forward for why Wollongong does not need a dedicated economic unit is that there are 
already agencies performing that role in the city. 

It is true that the region has a number of agencies and groups that are linked to some aspects of economic 
development.  

As a first step in improving jobs and business outcomes, the IBC is looking to work more closely with these 
organisations. In particular, to assist with co-ordination amongst these groups, improve transparency and 
community understanding of what the groups do and add business insights into how projects could best assist 
those that employ people ï businesses. 

The main economic development-related bodies currently operating in the region are: 

Industry and Investment NSW (formerly NSW Department of State and Regional Development)  

This Department has an office in Wollongong that services the Illawarra region. This office delivers the NSW 
Governmentôs business policy platform, including business seminars and regional assistance programs.  

One of its major programs is Illawarra Advantage Fund. This program has recently been granted $3 million 
additional funding to encourage businesses to re-locate to Wollongong and to help existing business expand.  

The IBC is looking to work closer with this unit to better understand how it uses the Illawarra Advantage Fund, co-
ordinate business seminars, have input into promotional material for the region and assist in distributing this 
material.  

Regional Development Australia 

A new body established by Federal and State Governments. Includes stakeholders from a range of groups 
including business, unions, community and local government ï the IBC is represented by its CEO.  

The RDAôs role is to act as a conduit between the community and government to assist in attracting government 
funding to the region. This includes both physical infrastructure (eg Maldon-Dombarton freight rail line) and specific 
government programs (eg employment-creation projects).   

Federal Employment Co-ordinator 

The Federal Government has identified the Illawarra as one of only seven priority employment regions across 
Australia. To improve employment outcomes in the region, the Federal Government has appointed a Local 
Employment Coordinator to deliver Federal Government jobs programs. 

Business input will be critical for the success of many of these programs and the IBC looks forward to putting some 
business thinking and ideas into these job-creating projects. IBC is currently actively involved in the Kickstart 
program that is supporting employers that take on young apprentices. 

University of Wollongong  

While not strictly an economic development body, this organisation has been very successful in recent years at 
attracting public and private investment into the region ï mainly through its Innovation Campus project. This project 
is an important part of the regionôs employment future as it continues to move from a manufacturing base economy 
to one with more services and technology based jobs. 

 

Working with these groups to improve consultation, co-ordination and accountability is the first step in the IBCôs 
path to improving the outcomes of economic development programs in the region. 
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Wollongong Council has a Key Role 
 

Unlike most Councilôs in NSW, there is no longer a dedicated economic development office within Wollongong City 
Council (WCC). This Council function ceased when Administrators were appointed to the LGA. The Administrators 
have argued that WCCôs contribution to this policy area is through planning instruments, rather than business 
attraction strategies. 

The Council recently appointed a City Centre Place Manager to revitalise the inner city area. The Place Managerôs 
role will involve overseeing and prioritising key capital works in the city centre such as the refurbishment of the mall, 
Town Hall, Civic Plaza and Blue Mile. They will also be responsible for setting future direction, seeking out funding 
opportunities and engaging with different stakeholders to support and attract investment in the city. There is also an 
Advisory Committee attached to this position, which allows business and community input into the revitalisation 
process. 

This role, while welcome, is clearly CBD focused and does not address business-attraction for areas outside the 
CBD. 

Wollongong City Council also provides support for the tourism sector, via a financial contribution to Tourism 
Wollongong ï the regionôs tourist body. 

While Council has been withdrawing funding from economic development, the Federal Government is increasingly 
becoming involved in funding local government delivered projects. The Illawarra Business Chamber is concerned 
that without a dedicated person focused on seeking out funding opportunities for the whole LGA, some projects will 
miss out on available funds.     

This withdrawal of funding for economic development activities is occurring against the back-drop of an economic 
recovery. Other organisations are currently investing in future capacity and preparing for the upswing. From 
Wollongong City Councilôs point of view, this would take the form of focusing on maximising the areaôs capacity to 
capitalise on the return of investment funds to commercial development projects as global credit market conditions 
improve.  

The State and Federal Governments have both invested heavily in the economic downturn and are preparing for 
improving conditions. The IBC believes Wollongong City Council has a key role in terms of economic development 
across the LGA to ensure that State and Federal programs deliver real gains to Wollongong.   
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A Dedicated Economic Development Body 
 

In the longer term, however, the IBC believes it is essential that a dedicated economic development unit is 
established to grow jobs and businesses in the region. Local business leadership of this body is critical. This body 
would have a key role in co-ordinating the activities of the various government-driven units. And in some cases, it 
may be better placed to deliver some of the services currently delivered by the government agencies operating in 
the region ï such as promotional activities and delivery of some government-funded specific projects.  

There are many different options for setting up an economic development unit ï and local circumstances would 
determine which option is right for a particular area. 

Irrespective of which model is chosen, the role of this body needs to be clearly defined and should include the 
following key activities. 

¶ Investment and jobs attraction to Wollongong (primarily private) ï promoting the city across the state and 
nation as a place to do business 

¶ Be a one-stop shop for businesses to find out about government programs/projects/assistance and help 
them complete the necessary applications  

¶ Assist businesses making major investments in the city navigate through Councilôs planning and 
development system as efficiently as possible and within a transparent framework. 

¶ Co-ordinate city-wide applications for major government funding for economic development related 
programs (eg Jobs Fund) 

¶ Undertake research to support economic development initiatives in Wollongong 

 

There is no single ñone-size-fits-allò model for economic development bodies, a range of models are used across 
Australia currently.  

 

Model Options 

 

Council driven  

The more traditional model for economic development bodies is one driven by Local Government, who employ an 
economic development officer as part of Council staff. Depending on the size of the Local Government Area (LGA), 
this unit could also have additional specialist staff. 

The close link between planning and economic development, especially around land use issues, means that these 
types of economic development units are often located within planning departments.  

Economic development officers have strong connections to businesses and business organisations in their area 
and undertake a range of activities including promotion of the area as a business location, assisting established 
businesses to access government services and running networking events for businesses.   

Economic Development Officers work closely with other organisations, such as Chambers of Commerce, to pool 
scarce resources and maximise the benefit for the LGA. 

This model is widely used in regional Australia, where the business community is often smaller than in urban areas 
and/or more widely dispersed across a larger region.  
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CASE STUDY: BANKSTOWN 

Bankstown Council operates the Bankstown Business Advisory Service (BBAS) to help small and medium 
businesses in the LGA. 

Its key functions are to: 

¶ Deliver business advice and assistance to small to medium enterprises on a "one on one" basis from 
NSW, Federal and Community Business Development agencies/organisations  

¶ Deliver business development training to small to medium enterprises on a "one on one" basis from NSW, 
Federal and Community Business Development agencies/organisations  

¶ Provide advice and recommendations to Council on matters concerning small to medium business 
development within the local, state and national economies  

¶ Provide assistance and advice to Council in any business retention or investment attraction matter 

 

Business driven model 

Another approach that has emerged in the past decade is a business community driven model. These organisations 
have a Board, made up of business leaders, and members who work towards common goals around economic 
development. 

These bodies tend to be driven by influential local business identities. While they are apolitical, they are often very 
politically active. 

They often engage with other groups, such as Chambers of Commerce and local political representatives to drive 
campaigns to attract funding (private and public) for specific projects ï usually large ócatalystô projects such as new 
roads, major shopping centres and significant buildings. 

This model has been used successfully in cities such as Geelong (Committee for Geelong) and Melbourne 
(Committee for Melbourne). 

They usually have a small professional staff (2-4 people) complemented by an active membership base. 

 

CASE STUDY ð COMMITTEE FOR GEELONG 

The Committee for Geelong was established in 2001 by Geelong business leader who saw an opportunity to 
collaborate on attracting investment to Geelong. It currently has 120 members, governed by a Board of 18 
members and assisted by 3 staff. 

The organisation has a similar structure to a traditional Chamber of Commerce, in terms of being member-based 
and being governed by a Board made up of members. But their membership is predominantly larger businesses, 
rather than SMEs. Membership fees range from $3000 to $20,000. 

The organisation is firmly focused on policy and lobbying, not business services. It influences government decisions 
at all levels of government ï it is politically neutral but politically active. It does this through formal submissions and 
an extensive event program that allows members to meet directly with key political leaders. 

It does not undertake direct business attraction activities itself. But it works closely with local Councils to help them 
in projects in this area. 

The organisation is run on a budget of around $650,000 per year. 
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State Government driven 

This is not a commonly used model, but there are examples of state-government driven economic development 
bodies.  

 

CASE STUDY ð HUNTER DEVEVELOPMENT CORPORATION 

The Hunter Development Corporation was established in 2007 by the NSW State Government after the merger of 
the Honeysuckle Development Corporation and the Regional Land Management Corporation.  

This state-funded organisation has a very narrow brief and is charged with facilitating the development a number of 
key state government-owned sites around Newcastle, predominantly around the harbour area.  

The organisation received initial funding from the NSW government and is now funded via the revenues from the 
sale/leasing of key sites to the private sector. 

The organisation is overseen by a government appointed Board of Directors - a mixture of representatives from 
business, unions, government agencies, academics and local government. 

Many of these sites are key sites that, when developed, become drivers of economic growth in the area. 

But the HDC has proved to be more than just a state-government agency that develops and sells public land. It has 
been effective at harnessing the collective advocacy power of regional stakeholders to gain government funding (all 
levels) for key projects in the region. It maintains strong links to key regional groups and political leaders and has 
been effective at getting their active support for a range of projects around the city. 

Most recently, the HDC worked with local stakeholders to undertake a study of key sites around the commercial 
centre of Newcastle that needed to be re-developed. This study identified how the city could be renewed, what 
types of  commercial activity should be encouraged in different parts of the CDB and what ñcatalyst projectsò were 
needed to encourage the private sector to re-engage with the CBD. 

     

 

Combination model 

The final model is a combination of government and business driven economic development models.  

Under this model the unit have input from both local government and business representatives.  

This model is similar to that put forward for Advantage Wollongong (prior to the dismissal of Wollongong City 
Council) ï and has similarities to the Regional Development Australia model. 

This model allows the two key partners ï the business community and local government ï to bring their specific 
expertise to solving the economic development challenge and work towards the common goals of business 
attraction and job creation. 

Such a model could involve co-location of Council employed person with local business organisation and/or 
agencies from other levels of government ï to increase co-ordination of activities and knowledge sharing. 
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The Way Forward 
 

This paper has highlighted some of the positive projects being done to encourage economic development in 
Wollongong. Despite this work, the IBC believes improvements are needed if Wollongong is to break the cycle of 
being consistently below the national average when it comes to employment outcomes.  

This paper makes the following three key recommendations: 

1. That Wollongong City Council takes a more active role in economic development within the LGA including, 

o the branding of Wollongong and the broader LGA 

o working with local business organisations to incorporate additional business-thinking into Council 
operations 

o acting as the go-to body for business development prospects 

o leading bids for Federal and State funding opportunities 

2. That State and Federal agencies operating in the economic development space: 

o commit to regular consultation with business organisations 

o co-ordinate activities, within government agencies and with business organisations 

o provide 6-monthy reports on how funds have been spent and what the output of these funds has 
been (eg no. jobs, no. of businesses attracted) 

3. That Wollongongôs business associations and Wollongong City Council work together to develop a model 
for an economic development body that is best suited to this region and can attract businesses and jobs to 
Wollongong.  

As a starting point to this process, the IBC recommends looking at a combination model that brings 
together the best aspects of both council and business-led models. 

Irrespective of which model is chosen, the role of this body needs to be clearly defined and should include 
the following key activities. 

o Investment and jobs attraction to Wollongong (primarily private) ï promoting the city across the 
state and nation as a place to do business 

o Be a one-stop shop for businesses to find out about government programs/projects/assistance 
and help them complete the necessary applications  

o Assist businesses making major investments in the city navigate through Councilôs planning and 
development system as efficiently as possible and within a transparent framework. 

o Co-ordinate city-wide applications for major government funding for economic development 
related programs (eg Jobs Fund) 

o Undertake research to support economic development initiatives in Wollongong 

 

Going forward, the Illawarra Business looks forward to working with other stakeholders in the region to act on 
these recommendations. 

 

 
 



 

 

Illawarra Business Chamber 
Level 1, 87- 89 Market Street 
Wollongong NSW 2500 
t > 02 4229 4722 
f > 02 4229 6392 
e > ibc@nswbc.com.au 
w> www.illawarrabusiness.com 

 

If you would like to know more 
about the IBC please contact Mr 
Greg Fisher, CEO, IBC at 
greg.fisher@nswbc.com.au 


