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says. Her hometown, the place she was desperate 
to leave in her youth, has become desirable. 

Jeremy Thorpe, chief economist at accounting 
giant PwC, says this model is the future if regional 
cities and towns are to thrive. "The big trend in 
consumption is the drive towards experiential 
spending rather than buying assets," he says. 
Spending on leisure and entertainment rose 26 
per cent from 2009 to 2016 while the growth in 
spending on goods such as clothes, appliances 
and furniture was just 4 per cent. Many young 
people believe housing is unaffordable and are 
forgoing other big purchases such as cars in 
favour of Uber. But they are prepared to spend big 
on experiences. Retirees, too, are cashed up and 
looking for adventure. 

"In the future I don't think you can look at a 
region and say making things is the way to atb·act 
people and industry," Thorpe says. "If you are in 
reasonable proximity to metropolitan areas you 
need to be thinking, 'What things are going to 
attract people?' You need a unique experience." 
The key is an "anchor institution''. he says, be it a 
great art gallery, a vineyard or an outstanding 
restaur'ant, linked to the natural environment -
people want an experience they can't get in the 
city. "There is no point having an anchor institu
tion if it is too far away from a major place. Bad 
luck if you are Broken Hill." 

Mona opened in 2011 and the effect was 
immediate. "The world is heading for Hobart," 
wrote The Times of London. "Mona is the most 
exciting addition to the Australian cultural land
scape since the Sydney Opera House." Lonely 

Planet declared Hobart the seventh best city in 
the world to visit and Mona the best art gallery. 
John Perry, Tasmania's Coordinator General, says 
338,000 interstate and international visitors went 
to Mona last year. It is estimated the museum 
contributes about $760m to the state's economy 
annually. "Interestingly, the fastest growing visitor 
demographic is the under 25s," Perry says. "It has 
grown by more than 45 per cent in the past three 
years." Tasmania used to be the choice of the 
blue-rinse set. 

And so, like the female diner who looked across 
at an orgasmic Meg Ryan in When Harry Met 

Sally, towns and regions around Australia are 
peering enviously across Bass Strait and saying, ''I'll 
have what she's having." They all want a Mona. A 
big banana on the highway doesn't cut it any more. 

These places are striving to make a mark, to 
turn their patch into a destination. Parkes is now 
famous for its Elvis festival, Tamworth for its 
country music. But how do you attract people 
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year-round like Kangaroo Island, which has 
evolved from a farming backwater into a funky 
eco-tourism hotspot? They all want to change 
their fortunes, create a buzz, provide decent jobs 
for their kids and become a hot destination. Lots 
of places try, but only a few manage to pull it off. 

DUNKELD, VICTORIA - The Good Feed 
Ten years ago Eda Williams, who worked in hor
ticulture, and her husband Craig, a plumber, were 
living in Geelong and looking for a tree-change, a 
place to raise their young family and set up a 
business. They spent their weekends driving 
around western Victoria, where Eda has family, 
searching for the ideal place to settle. The town of 
Dunkeld, three hours west of Melbourne and at 
the foot of the Grampians, is where they eventu
aUy landed. "It just sang to us," Eda says. 

It's a beautiful place, a bushwalker's paradise, 
with the magical and ancient Mt Sturgeon and Mt 
Abrupt rising from the rich alluvial soils on the 
outskirts of the town of 500. This beauty was 
important, but alone it wasn't enough for them to 
up-stumps and plough in their life savings. They 
needed certainty. "We just knew this was a town 
that would never fade away," she says. 

The reason for their confidence was Dunkeld's 
pub, the Royal Mail Hotel, with its renowned 
fme-dining restaurant. "Dunkeld has so much 
going for it but the Royal Mail really is the jewel 
in the crown," she says. On one of the days I was 
there, a wintery Wednesday night, the place was 
full. I met a family who had driven all the way 
from Melbourne to celebrate the 86th birthday of 
the family matriarch. 

The Royal Mail, and much else in Dunkeld, is 
owned by Melbourne barrister and businessman 
Allan Myers QC. Myers grew up in Dunkeld, 
where his father John was a butcher and council
lor; he left town for university in Melbourne, and 
went on to become one of Australia's most suc
cessful lawyers. He supercharged his fortune 
investing in a Polish brewing company shortly 
after the collapse of communism - beer, it seems, 
was the perfect elixir for Solidarity - and has 
owned vast cattle spreads in northern Australia. 

However, unlike many self-made millionaires, 
Myers doesn't attribute his incredible success 
entirely to his own brilliance. "Those who do are 
fools," Myers tells me, "because as human beings 
we only exist within a society and a community. 
Without the support of community you have 
nothing. Dunkeld is the place I grew up in. It is the 
community that supported my family and me. I 
think it is worthwhile ensming that it continues!' 
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Dunkeld's alternative story is written in the sad 
and withered streetscapes of the settlements that 
dot the Glenelg Highway from Ballarat; the shut
tered shops and sorry pubs leer at passing motor
ists like a derelict with a flagon and half his teeth. 
Myers didn't want to see this happen to his town. 

Dunkeld, he says, was never a wealthy place; it 
was populated largely by farm labourers and 
shearers. But with agricultural mechanisation 
many of those jobs disappeared. To ensure 
Dunkeld's survival Myers set out on a mission to 
make the town he loves, and where he has a very 
large and beautiful house, into a destination for 
others. "Obviously it could only continue [to be 
viable] with changes, but it is a way of expressing 
a belief in the importance of community." 

And so, more than two decades ago he bought 
the Royal Mail and set about renovating it. He put 
up new buildings in the main street, renting one 
out to the Bendigo Bank; another operates as a 
hardware store. These two businesses help solid
ify the town. He paid for power lines to be placed 
underground, so they wouldn't interfere with the 
view of the mountains. He put his gardeners to 
work, cleaning up the town and planting trees on 



vacant blocks he had purchased. The town is now 

like a pin-up on Clean Up Australia campaigner 

Ian Kiernan's bedroom wall. 

And then Myers funded one of the best restau

rants ever to grace an Australian pub, firstly under 

the celebrated chef Dan Hunter, and now under 

the stewardshjp of British chef Robin Wickens. It 

has, over the years, won a bunch of awards and 

hats and made Dunkeld a must-visit destination 

for foodies. Much of the food comes from the 

huge kitchen garden and the meat from Myers' 

nearby farms. The chefs are sent out each morn

ing to forage for the everung meal, which sees 

them come back to concoct inventive dishes such 

as a dessert I had - acorn, chestnut, rotten-leaf ice 

cream and chocolate. Patrons can select wine 

from Myers' personal collection; all 28,000 

bottles are stored in a cellar across the road from 

the pub. It includes the finest collection of 

Bordeaux and Burgundy in Australia. 

The hotel, which employs between 80 and 90 

people, has turned Dunkeld from an agricultural 

town into a tourist town. There are now more 

than two dozen lodges, B&Bs and farm stays in 

and around Dunkeld. "We say, it doesn't matter 

what you do in this town, you are in the tourism 

industry," says Eda Williams. "So my husband, 

who is a plumber - he works in the tourism 

industry . . .  he's never had a slow period." Mean

while, Eda runs.their guesthouse, which proudly 

advertises itself as being "Five minutes walk from 

the Royal Mail Hotel''. 

Myers says attracting people such as Eda and 

Craig was essential in securing Dunkeld's future. 

"The notion that it is the long established people 

who are the force for good in these country 

communities I think is wrong," he says. "Mostly it 

is the long established people who want nothmg 

to change; it is the new people who come with 

energy and ideas." 

And so the future for Dunkeld is bright. The 

hotel is expanding and the fine dining restaurant 

will soon move into a new building next door and 

be rebranded Wickens at the Royal Mail Hotel. It 

will see a doubling in size of the hearty front-bar 

restaurant, the Parker Street Project. And then 

there's a major new walking track, the Grampians 

Peaks Trail, which will be completed withm a few 
years. The $29m trail will run 144km along the 

Grampians and is expected to attract tens of 

thousands of walkers from all over the world. 

They'll finjsh the 13-day trek by trundling into 

Dunkeld. "This will set up the region for the next 

50 years," Will Flamsteed, the recently departed 

chief executive of Grampians Tour

ism, has said. "And that's not an 

exaggeration. That's the value that 

it's going to bring to our region." The 

fortunes of Dunkeld, once a town of 

shearers and jackaroos, are now in 

· the hands of tucker and trekking.

DERBY, TASMANIA - The Big Idea
A few weeks ago the mayor of Dorset Council, 

Greg Howard, was coming home late from a 

meeting when he popped into Derby, a village in 

his northeastern Tasmarua shire. It was 9pm on a 

bleak winter Sunday and he strolled into The 

Hub, a pizza and boutique beer joint that had only 

been open a few weeks. "The place was jumping," 

he says. 'There were 15 or more people waiting for 

pizzas and having a beer." The mayor was amazed 

and delighted. "Three years ago there wouldn't 

have been 15 people awake in Derby at that time 

of rught. Fair dinh.t1m, it used to be a ghost town." 

Derby, population 150, once ticked all the 
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Drawcard: Blue Derby 

Pods; bike trail; Royal Mail 
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boxes of despair. It was a welfare town. The coun
cil's general manager, Tim Watson, says there had 
been "a mass exodus of the working population". 
Two timber mills had closed in the district as well 
as a vegetable processing plant. "In the space of IO 
years the Dorset Shire lost about 800 direct jobs 
in a population of just under 7000 people." Der
by's two pubs were "barely viable'; Watson says, 
and the post office was earmarked for closure. 
The one shop in town had closed and, as a com
munity service, the council took to selling milk 
and bread and other essentials from the tin 
museum. It operated the museum at a 
$200,000-a-year loss. The place was nearly dead. 

In other words, "the environment was perfect 
to get a left-field concept up," says Watson. That 
concept was to build a series of world-class 
mountain bike tracks in the forests that surround 
Derby; it was an idea that had been kicked 
around in government circles for more than a 
decade. Reports had been written, viability stud
ies undertaken, reams of documents created, but 
nothing had happened. It needed someone to 
take the idea and run with it. Tim Watson was 
that guy. He wanted to create something out
standing to put Derby, and Dorset Shire, on the 
map. "We knew if this was to work we needed a 
premium product." 

In June 2013, Dorset and neighbouring Break 
O'Day Council were told they'd secured a $2.45m 
Commonwealth grant for regional development. 
The state government and two councils chipped 
in about $600,000. They then engaged one of the 
world's best trail builders to create more than 
100km of tracks through the forests. 

The trails, known as Blue Derby, opened in 
2015, and Derby is now bulging at the seams. The 
council had estimated that 5000 to 10,000 riders 
a year might use the tracks. They are now getting 
more than 30,000, with more than 60 per cent of 
those flying in from the mainland. Those main
land visitors are staying at least three days in and 
around Derby and a further five nights elsewhere 
in Tasmania. The council hasn't had time to prop
erly assess how much this is worth but Watson's 
staff did some conservative back-of-the-envelope 
calculations and estimated mountain bikers are 
now contributing about $15m to the shire's 
economy each year - that's more than $20,000 
for every man, woman and child living in the 
municipality - and more than $30m to the state 
economy. Not bad for a $3m up-front investment. 

After decades of depression, Derby and the 
towns and villages surrounding it are booming 
and the infrasbucture is scrambling to keep pace. 
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Real estate prices have almost doubled. Three new 
cafes have opened, along with the pizza joint and 
a bike shop. Two shuttle services take cyclists to 
the top of the trails. A high-end glamping venture, 
Blue Derby Pods, has been set up. Before the 
project began there were only six accommodation 
beds available in Derby - now there are more 
than 120 beds in B&Bs and Airbnb, with demand 
spilling over into neighbouring villages. 

The publican at the nearby Weldborough 
Hotel, Mandy Gunn, says her family took over 
the hotel at the end of August 2016 and in that 
time business has increased by more than 50 per 
cent, with the coming year looking even better. 
"Over Easter we were serving more than 200 
meals for lunch - that's just insane," she says. The 
hotel has a campground and it has had up to 80 
cyclists staying in it. "We are rushing to put in five 
demountable cabins before summer that can 
accommodate four people each," she says. "I've 
been interviewing locals today for jobs in summer 
- it's that flow-on effect . . .  come summer we will
have up to a dozen staff and they'll all be working
a lot. That's all because of mountain biking."

In April this year Derby hosted the Enduro 
World Series mountain bike event, with 300 rid
ers from 28 counb·ies competing. Thousands of 
spectators turned up. "It was a freezing morning 
in winter and Derby was full," says Watson. "To 
see that little town on the Friday before the EWS 
was surreal - to see all these athletes, the best 
mountain bikers in the world, and the town 
absolutely full. .. you had to pinch yourself." 

The most amazing thing, he says, is that after 
years of decline Derby is a place people want to 
make their home. "There's a young couple who 
have just moved there from Airlie Beach to manage 
the pizza shop - that was unthinkable a few years 
ago. They just want to be part of the action." 

BENDIGO, VICTORIA - The Big Thinker 
"It's slightly surprising that one must travel to 
Bendigo to see an exhibition such as The Body 

Beautiful in Ancient Greece," one art critic wrote 
of the 2014 sculpture show in regional Victoria, 
sourced from the British Museum collection. "It 
would be a major drawcard in any state gallery, 
but the only director with the spark required to 
get it to Ausb·alia was Bendigo's Karen Quinlan." 

Quinlan, the director of the Bendigo Art Gal
lery, has woven her city into the country's cul
tural fabric. "She's not worried about moving to 
the centre, but has made Bendigo the destina
tion," says renowned photographer Bill Henson. 
'That is probably the determining factor in her 
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success. She hasn't thought, 'Oh, we are all going 
to move to ew York or London' - if you do 
something incredible you will become a destina
tion, which is what she's done." 

By doing so Quinlan has become a darling not 
just of the arts community, but also of the Bendigo 
business community, which has fed off the tens of 
thousands of tourists atb·acted to her blockbuster 
exhibitions. One of those, 2012's Grace Kelly: Style 

Icon, attracted 152,000 people to the museum 
and pumped more than 16m into the local econ
omy. Last year's Marilyn Monroe exhibition 
pulled in more than 140,000 punters who spent 
an estimated $13m in Bendigo. 

"We're not a big city, but we can draw on 
Melbourne and that's always been an advan
tage," Quinlan tells me. "So when I took over as 
director [in 2000] I decided we needed a point 
of difference and that we would pursue an inter
national flavour in terms of our schedule." She 
builds relationships with some of the major 
institutions around the world then badgers 
them to loan her their treasured collections. 
More often than not they've said yes. This 
strategy has rebranded the city of Bendigo. Says 
Quinlan: "It helps to drive tourism and it helps 
to bring people to the city, and that means our 
hospitality and accommodation providers 
benefit and the community benefits. It has 
created an enormous sense of civic pride and I 
think people are proud of the art gallery. It's 
beautiful. It does amazing things." 

Quinlan's focus on textiles, costumes and 
fashion has led to it being called "the frock 
gallery" by colleagues in other institutions - and 
her success has led to some jealous heckling, too. 
Following the Grace Kelly show the director of 
the nearby Art Gallery of Ballarat remarked that 
he was focused on "exhibitions which feature 
great art, rather than celebrity photos or dresses''. 
However, the then Ballarat Regional Tourism 
director, George Sossi, saw it differently and was 
urging the Ballarat gallery to "do a Bendigo" and 
get more punters through the doors. "From a 
tourism sector perspective, the more populist the 
exhibition the more opportunity they have to 
draw a bigger crowd," said Sossi. 

Bill Henson says Quinlan has charted an 
extremely clever course. By getting "bums on 
seats" with blockbuster exhibitions it has allowed 
her to pursue more "high culture with a capital 
H" exhibitions. "That groundswell of interest and 
success allowed her to bring out The Body Beauti

ful in Ancient Greece from the British Museum, 
which was a mind-bendingly good show. To get 
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that show in Bendigo is just unbelievable. It was 
of the highest quality." The head of antiquities 
from the British Museum flew out to deliver 
lectures in Bendigo during the exhibition. "That 
sort of thing for a regional gallery is just incredi
ble," Henson says. 

The Deputy Mayor of Bendigo, Rod Fyffe, says 
the gallery is at the heart of the community and 
is pivotal to the city's growing prosperity. It has 
led to good restaurants and hotels opening up to 
cater for demand. It has given the council the 
confidence to back other big cultural endeavours, 
such as the Bendigo Writers Festival. And it has 
attracted people not only to come and visit but to ls 
live. Says Fyffe: "I have had people stop me in the I
sb·eet and say, 'The first time we came to Bendigo ij 
was for an exhibition - and we fell in love with it. f 
We realised we could sell up in Melbourne and ! 
everything we wanted was in Bendigo'." I

"I think we've really made a difference and 1 

we've led the way," says Quinlan. "We've said to j 
our industry, 'We can reinvent ourselves and we g 
can reinvent what it means to be a regional gallery' i 
and I think we are an inspiration for a lot of other § 
galleries in Australia. I can't tell you how many � 



times I've been approached by councillors from 

other cities asking, 'How can we do a Bendigo?"' 

MClAREN VALE, SOUTH AUSTRALIA, 
& TOWNSVILLE, QUEENSlANO - The Hopefuls 
"You should contact winemaker Chester Osborn 

at d'Arenberg winery in South Australia," says a 

guy from Tow-ism Australia when I call. "He's 

building a giant glass cube on his winery. Everyone 

is very excited about it." Osborn will be hoping his 

creation, a few weeks from completion, doesn't go 

the way of the Big Prawn, which now hangs 

forlornly like a turtle in a drift net in the 

Bunnings car park at Ballina. 

He's just spent around $15m creating the 

d'Arenberg Cube, a five-storey, multi-function 

building set among the vines, which the tow-ism 

folk of South Australia are hoping will be a shot in 

the arm to both McLaren Vale and to the state. 

Just selling good plonk is no longer enough for a 

wine region. "Our building came about because 

label names are such a puzzle to work out and 

wine is such a puzzle to work out too," Osborn 

explains. "I thought, 'What is the most iconic puz

zle? A Rubik's Cube'." 

As well as a tasting room, high-end restamant, 

function room and office space, the Cube will 

contain an interactive gallery. "It has a contempo

rary art gallery in there containing installations. 

They are very wine specific and d'Arenberg 

specific. The gallery is called Alternate Realities. It 

will be playing with your senses and your reali

ties ... a lot of people who understand the concept 

of the Cube say it is a bit like a mini-Mona." 

Is it a huge gamble? "Certainly, I don't think 

anyone in Australia has ever built a tasting room 

that has cost $15 million," he says. "Look, it is a 

gamble, there is no doubt about it. But tow-ism is 

going out of control in this country in a positive 

way, it is just getting bigger. 1 see that as a huge 

opportunity rather than a very big risk." 

Meanwhile, up in Townsville, its tow-ism folk 

recently hosted British sculptor Jason deCaires 

Taylor, who is famed for creating beautiful under

water sculpture parks that over time change and 

develop into coral reefs. They are hoping deCaires 

Taylor will create something magical for their 

town, too. Paul Victory, the regional general man

ager for travel group SeaLink, is one of the backers 

of the proposal, which, if built, should bring in 

divers from around the world. 

'We are thinking of this project as a museum 

with multiple rooms," says Victory. There will be a 

signature sculpture on the waterfront at Towns

ville Strand, alerting visitors to the 

underwater museum in the seas 

beyond. "We are also looking at 

Cool: d'Arenberg Cube; 
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some inter-tidal pieces on the cur

rent snorkel trails on Magnetic Island 

and then we are planning two 

underwater museum rooms - a 

lO0sqm site off the Palm Island coast 

and then another of similar scale 

and size on the outer reef' 

They are hoping to secure $2m to $3m in 

government funding to finance the project. "If 

we can get it funded, we are anticipating 50,000 

to 100,000 additional visitors a year in that 

marine-dive-tourist-sector. At the upper end it is 

a $50m boost to the economy." Regional tourism 

is a very competitive business, says Victory. 

"Every region around Australia is on the hunt for 

their project of significance." • 

4 For video ofTownsville's planned underwater 
museum go to theaustralian.com.au/magazine t 






