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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 Victorian main streets have always been more than just a retail space. They are a place for 
residents and visitors to gather, meet, shop and be entertained; they are key service delivery 
points; and an important provider of jobs. These multifunctional centres have 
characteristically diverse businesses and settings. Many are also changing their primary role, 
often from retail to a mix of entertainment, recreation and services. This is in response to a 
competitive advantage in the market place, as well as changing tastes and trends.  

 This report describes the value, scale and role of main streets across Victoria. It is a refresh 
of a study undertaken in 2011. The information was collected through a mix of quantitative 
GIS and econometric analysis, together with case studies and stakeholder consultation.  

 The report highlights the importance of main streets to the State’s economy and social and 
even environmental landscape, how they are changing and their vital role in helping to 
rebuild Victoria’s economy during a time of significant economic turmoil caused by the 
Covid-19 Pandemic. It was commissioned by Mainstreet Australia, the peak membership-
based organisation representing the interests of main street centres and the businesses, the 
property owners, the business associations, the centre managers, and public and private 
sector professionals who support the centres.  

THE VALUE OF MAIN STREETS 

 Figure A summarises the key indicators for Victorian main streets.  

 

    
698 10.17m sqm 390,000 $50 billion 
     

     
213 ‘anchors’ 4.85m sqm 3.73m sqm 1.58m sqm $24.8 billion 

Figure A: Main Street Key Metrics  
Of the 698 main streets,  473 of  them have f loorspace of 5,000sqm or more.  Source:  Geografia,  2020 

 

 90% of Victorians live within 10 kilometres of a main street, making them the most accessible 
retail, commercial, community and business centres.  



    

 
The Value of Victoria’s Main Streets  |  Report   |  ii 

 Although strongly represented by independent retailers and other businesses, main streets 
also host a high proportion of Victoria’s major retailers. For example, at least around 30% of 
the large retailers (Coles, Woolworths, ALDI, Big W, Target, Kmart and Myer) are located in 
main streets (213 of 703 outlets). In addition, many accommodate train stations, and key 
health, education and government services.  

 Some main streets are also State significant tourism destinations and are promoted by Visit 
Victoria. 

 Main streets also form an important part of Victoria’s hierarchy of activity centres. With 
most of the State’s neighbourhood activity centres main streets, they enable the 20-minute 
city, the State’s push to give people the “ability to meet most of their everyday needs within 
a 20-minute walk, cycle or local public transport trip of their home.” (see Victorian 
Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning, 2019)  

RESPONDING TO COVID-19 

 Victoria’s main streets have been hit hard by the 2020 lockdown. Site surveys by Geografia 
in March and June 2020 of one part of Sydney Road (Moreland) found that slightly over half 
of the 86 businesses surveyed had been impacted as early as March 2020, with almost one-
fifth closing (all of which were discretionary or service enterprises) (Geografia, 2020b).  

 However, there is also robust quantitative evidence of a revitalisation of some main streets 
as locals, working from home and subject to travel restrictions, rediscover their 
neighbourhood. While shocks like this are to be expected, the characteristics of main streets, 
particularly their capacity to rapidly change form and function, their diversity of use and 
clustering of complementary activities, mean they have the potential to be resilient to these 
shocks.  

MAIN STREET CASE STUDIES 

 Case studies of three main streets found a shift away from goods retailing and towards 
office-based enterprises and/or dining and entertainment, and this was confirmed as a 
general trend in subsequent discussions with main street stakeholders across the State 

 The three councils involved in the case-study centres recognise the benefits of main streets 
and support them directly through capital works and business support activities and, in two 
cases, indirectly through the facilitation of special rate schemes.  

 Many stakeholders also recognise the need for active centre marketing and management to 
enable main streets to thrive and compete with single-owner centres. This requires 
resources and collaboration between traders’ associations and the council.  
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 COVID-19 has made a very significant impact on the sales turnover of activity centres 
everywhere. The case study centres expect prolonged social distancing to result in 
substantial numbers of closures and potentially long-term vacancies.  

COORDINATED MANAGEMENT 

 Coordinated management of marketing and services for main streets is key to their success. 
Funding for these activities can come from council directly or through a traders’ 
organisation. The most effective way to raise funds fairly and efficiently is through a special 
rate levied on the affected properties. 

 Special rates schemes can be challenging to introduce and require the commitment of time 
and resources by councils. Nevertheless, once established, most traders and Councils 
involved recognise the benefits and usually support their renewal.  

 24 LGAs in Victoria deploy a special rates levy to raise funds for promoting 68 Victorian main 
streets. Three-quarters of the schemes have been in operation for 20 years or more and, in 
2019-20 they raised $11.4m in funding, with an additional $2.8m contributed by local 
governments. This is estimated to have generated $140m in economic activity in these main 
streets. 

 A 2018 study1 for Banyule City Council found that the Council’s special rate scheme had a 
benefit-cost ratio of at least 2.1 for the community, indicating that they are an effective 
means of delivering economic value. 

 Most special rate schemes have been operating for 20 years or more, and few have been 
established recently. This is partly because of the perceived time and effort required by 
councils to implement a scheme. Simplifying the process and publicising the net benefits that 
accrue to traders and the community may go some way to removing this barrier.  

THE CASE FOR INVESTMENT IN MAIN STREETS 

 The 698 Victorian main streets are key community hubs, providing accessible services and 
jobs across the State. They are distributed, and accessible spaces for all forms of goods and 
service provision; international and domestic visitor attractors; and they can be low-cost 
business and innovation incubators. Continued public and private investment in main streets 
is warranted as they are efficient mechanisms for providing a wide range of social, economic 
and environmental benefits. 

 With growing pressures, particularly on our environment, main streets may be one of the 
best options for reducing our collective ecological footprint.  

 
1 Nott and Geografia, 2018. 
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 However, main streets face significant challenges, including competition from hardtop 
centres, the growth of online sales and the automation and agglomeration of jobs and 
business activity.   

 Some of the keys to success for main streets are having an effective traders’ organisation; a 
committed and well-resourced council unit; active centre marketing and management; and 
a special rate levy to generate sufficient funds for collective action.  

 Addressing this may require: 

o the promotion of best practice special rate schemes;  

o assistance in the formation of traders’ organisations;  

o tailored programs to assist building owners and traders improve their environmental 
performance; and  

o better and more sustained metrics for monitoring the effectiveness of main street 
programs. 

 The 698 main streets across Victoria employ 390,000 people and generate $50.05 billion in 
GRP. They are more accessible to more Victorians than any other type of precinct; more 
open to innovation in commercial activity, including startups; and more diverse in what they 
offer to visitors, businesses and the community. And they do this in an environmentally 
sustainable way.  

 Because of their intrinsic characteristics, Victoria’s main streets are arguably more 
sustainable, more inclusive and more resilient than any other similar urban form. 
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1.0 Introduction 
Main streets are a large and vital component of the retail, commercial and visitor 
landscape in Victoria. The hundreds of main streets across the State have always been 
more than just a retail space. They are a place for residents and visitors to gather, 
meet, shop and recreate; they are key service delivery points; and an important 
provider of jobs. And in Victoria, their character and their historical significance have 
made them places that can define the local community. This report describes the 
outcomes of a study to identify the value, scale and role of main streets across 
Victoria. It highlights their importance to the State’s economy and social landscape.  

1.1 Background  
This report describes the economic and non-
economic value of main streets in Victoria. Its 
primary purpose is to update the findings of a 
2011 study.2 That is, to:  

1. Estimate the total employment by type 
(retail, office and other) and contribution to 
Gross Regional Product for all Victorian main 
streets (Section 2.0). 

2. Estimate the floorspace by type (retail, office 
and other) by LGA for main streets with 
5,000sqm and above of business floorspace 
(Section 2.0).  

3. Estimate the value of tourist/visitor spend in 
main streets and of local spend. 

4. Identify business activities in retail and non-
retail compared with the 2011 study 

5. Identify trends in main street activity over 
time.  

6. Identify the issues facing main streets. 

7. Investigate main street activity in more 
detail through three case studies.  

8. Evaluate the role, value and benefits of 
funded marketing and management 
programs in Victoria (funded through the 

 
2 Note that, as the previous study was completed nine years ago, it was not possible to identify, and therefore replicate the method used to estimate 
the scale and value of Victorian main streets. Consequently, a comparative study cannot be undertaken. This study does, however, form a benchmark 
for future studies. In response to a request, however, the 2011 study figures are cited alongside the 2020 findings and a summary comparison is 
provided as an Appendix.  

special rate provisions of the Local 
Government Act.) 

9. Identify the social, environmental and 
cultural contributions of main streets to the 
local community.  

10. Outline the rationale for further public and 
private investment and support of main 
streets. 

 

Research for this project occurred from May to 
August 2020. 

1.2 About Mainstreet 
Australia 

The report was commissioned by Mainstreet 
Australia, the primary body for advocating on 
behalf of main street precincts. Mainstreet 
Australia: 

 Organises conferences and networking 
events for those involved in main streets; 

 Provides professional development for main 
street stakeholders; 
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 Produces regular industry newsletters; 

 Advocates to local, state and Federal 
Governments on the needs and aspirations 
of main street communities and businesses; 

 Provides information, advice and support to 
main street businesses, associations and 
Councils in regards to collective 
management and marketing of main streets; 
and  

 Responds to issues and opportunities that 
can promote, profile and support the main 
street industry and build the capacity of the 
individuals and organisations in it.3  

1.3 What is a Main Street? 
There is a tacit and shared understanding of what 
we mean by a main street. It is a street-based 
activity centre, where generally the properties are 
not owned by a single entity. Main streets typically 
serve multiple uses, accommodating shopping 
precincts, office activities and civic functions.  

In this study, spatial thresholds were applied to 
put a boundary around the limits of a main street. 
This was for the purposes of quantitative analysis. 
The key minimum threshold was in relation to lot 
counts, and only sites with at least eight lots are 
included. This means ‘corner’ stores or some small 
neighbourhood centres with just one or two shops 
are not included.4 Equally so, although the 
Melbourne CBD can be considered Victoria’s first 
main street, it has grown now to become 
something considerably more and, so, it is not 
included in this analysis.5  

DIVERSE USES 

Many main streets have evolved and grown 
organically over time, and this is shown in the 

 
3 Mainstreet Australia, 2020 
4 See the Appendix for details on how main streets were identified and quantified. For this report the minimum size of a main street is around 
1,400sqm. 
5 Parts of other major CBDs such as Dandenong are also excluded and only the central area (Thomas and Lonsdale Streets) are included. 
6 See, for example, Victoria’s Urban Design Guidelines (State Government of Victoria, 2016) which call for the provision of “a closely spaced and 
interconnected network of streets and lanes” in activity centres.  

disparate building stock and fine-grain urban 
form. Main streets are often the focal point of 
their communities. This is why public transport 
services usually include main streets as hubs in the 
network and why there is an abundance of public 
and shared infrastructure – public car parks, open 
spaces, libraries, galleries etc.  

Main streets are often defined in distinction to 
large-format, single-owner, undercover or “hard-
top” centres, in which retailing is the main 
function and which often have representatives of 
the same chain stores, no matter where in 
Australia they are. Main streets, on the other 
hand, typically have a high proportion of 
independent traders.  These are often small 
business operators who are serving a local 
catchment but, in some cases, are highly regarded 
providers of unique goods and services, acting as 
an attractor to visitors from outside the 
catchment. This often gives main streets a unique 
and distinctly local feel as well as providing a wider 
variety of operators, goods and services. 

UNIQUE CHARACTER 

The capacity to generate a unique local character 
and a broad and competitive mix of uses has 
resulted in main streets being the preferred form 
for new activity centres in many urban growth 
areas (such as Point Cook, for example). Main 
streets can give newly developing suburbs unique 
focal points that assist in community 
development.6 

INTEGRATED INTO THE LANDSCAPE 

In reality, many activity centres contain elements 
of both main street and hardtop centres. And 
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because most main streets have grown 
incrementally, their boundaries can be quite fuzzy, 
with retail, commercial and civic functions 
blending into nearby residential or industrial 
areas. Some main streets are defined as urban 
villages because they are well integrated into the 
surrounding landscape. While creating a precinct 
that is usually aesthetically appealing and 
functionally efficient, these factors also make 
quantifying main streets in scale and scope 
somewhat challenging.   

For this study, an explicit set of assumptions were 
used to define main streets, based on the 
presence of a strip of commercial activities on 
both sides of a street. This has allowed the 
development of floorspace and employment 
estimates using geographic information systems 
(GIS) and the application of existing statistical 
data. The method used to define and then 
calculate the scale and scope of main streets is 
outlined in Appendix 1.7  

1.4 Change and Challenges  
As economic and social conditions have changed, 
so too have the opportunities presented to main 
streets and the challenges they face.  

A review of literature and discussions with a 
selection of local government economic 
development and place managers8 has identified a 
range of issues facing main streets, including:  

1. The growth in online spending as a share of 
all spending.  

2. The effect of automation on floorspace 
demand and job numbers.  

 
7 The intention is to provide a replicable methodology for future iterations of the analysis.  
8 See Appendix for the list of councils contacted during this study.  
9 The ABS Retail Turnover Survey quantifies household expenditure on a range of consumer goods, including food, household goods, clothing, dining 
and takeway and similar. The bank data analysed in this study (from Spendmapp) looks at a more comprehensive range of both goods and services 
that is a better reflection of the range of goods and services on offer in main streets. As main streets are evolving to focus more on service businesses, 
the Retail Turnover Survey data is becoming less useful for quantifying main street activity.  

3. The impact of agglomeration of retail and 
consumer services into fewer larger places 
and enterprises.  

4. The potential oversupply of main street 
space.  

5. Environmental pressures making it essential 
to decouple economic activity from resource 
consumption.  

1. ONLINE RETAIL GROWTH 

One of the more concerning issues is the growth 
in online spending with a recent OECD study 
flagging this as a concern for employment (OECD, 
2020). The share of online retail spending in 
Australia is growing. As Figure 1 shows, according 
to experimental data from the ABS, online 
retailing has increased from just over 2% of total 
retailing in mid-2013 to around 7% at the 
beginning of 2020, and peaking at over 11% during 
the national lockdown in April 2020 (ABS, 2020).  

Analysis of bank transaction data, which extends 
to cover the full range of the goods and services 
provided by main streets, shows that online 
service provision has grown around twice as fast 
as online retail activity.9 From 2017 to 2020, in 
Victoria, the expenditure on the broader range of 
goods and services typically purchased on main 
streets increased from 11% of all expenditure to 
16%, a 44% jump in less than three years. 
Moreover, this rate of growth has accelerated in 
2020 during the COVID-19 lockdown.  

The OECD forecasts for the share of online retail 
spending range from 12% to 25% of the total over 
coming decades and the expectation of continuing 
growth in online share is reducing expectations in 
main street retailing. 
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However, the online growth story is not 
straightforward. Some retailers have extensive 
click-and-collect services, for example. Some fulfil 
their online sales from existing stores in main 
streets rather than large warehouses in industrial 
precincts. Some activity centres have been able to 
organise collective online deliveries from their 
various stores. And for service providers, while 

many transactions go online services are still 
primarily delivered via bricks and mortar offices.  

Retailers and main streets with a range of online 
and in-person strategies are likely to be most 
successful. 

 

 

 
Figure  1: Online Retail  as a  Share of  Total Retai l ing (2013-2020)  

Figure 1 shows online  retail ing as a share of  al l  spending in Austral ia.  It is from ABS experimental  data 
extracted from the ABS Retail Turnover Survey.  I t includes online sales from store and non-store based 

retailers and,  as with the Reta il Survey,  does not include services. Source:  ABS,  2020 
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2. MORE AUTOMATION  

Increased automation is reducing the number of 
jobs in key main street activities such as retailing, 
banking and bookkeeping, through the 
introduction of automated check-outs, stock 
control and software solutions. The expansion of 
automation, together with online spending, has 
reduced demand for space in main streets by 
several of the largest sectors. In some cases, this 
has resulted in higher vacancy rates or the influx 
of lower rent activities. In many cases, space has 
been taken up by the service activities, including 
gyms and other recreational activities, health 
services, educational activities and professional 
services of all kinds. 

In some cases, increased vacancy rates have 
helped main streets to fulfil one of their traditional 
roles – to provide low-cost premises that will allow 

new entrants to test business ideas and formats. 
Many national chains have started as single stores 
in Victorian main street locations, including Myer, 
Coles, JB HiFi, Bakers Delight, Reece Plumbing and 
T2. Now, main streets have the opportunity to 
become the starting ground of a new round of 
non-retail chains, including co-working spaces, 
gyms, repair and recycle outlets. 

3. INCREASING AGGLOMERATION 

Agglomeration (of most aspects of the economy) 
is a well-recognised phenomenon. This refers to 
the concentration of everything from population, 
to jobs, wealth and control into fewer, larger 
businesses and larger places (Figure 2). Two 
aspects of this relate to main streets.  

1. Market capture by larger enterprises  

Firstly, in some key sectors such as food and 
grocery retailing, large players have been 
increasing their market share, often at the 
expense of smaller independent stores. This 
disproportionately affects main streets, which 
have traditionally been the home of the 
independents.  

2. Market capture by larger places 

Secondly, there is ongoing competition from the 
single-owner centres, with the biggest of these 
continuing to expand to capture new markets and 
higher market share. Single-owner centres can 
arrange their activities most efficiently and seek 
out traders to fill gaps in their offering which gives 
them a particular advantage over main streets, 
where there is usually little collective control over 
the offering available. Main streets may also have 
other restrictions compared with single-owner 
centres including planning constraints associated 
with zoning, height restrictions or heritage 
buildings.  

Nearly three million Australian jobs could be lost to 
automation over the next 15 years, warns a new report 
prepared for ACS by AI data analytics company Faethm. 

The Technology Impacts on the Australian Workforce 
report outlines the types of work most likely to be 
squeezed out as automation ramps up across different 
sectors of the economy. 

Retail looks to suffer the most job losses with around 
450,000 of the nation's 1.6 million workers in the sector 
facing automation – which is unsurprising given the 
current prevalence of self-serve checkouts and stores 
that let you just walk out the door with your groceries. 

As with earlier work by Geografia (2015), Faethm’s 
modelling expects around a third of both the transport 
and administrative services industries could be 
automated by 2034. 

No industry will be entirely unimpacted by 
technological advancement with most jobs and skills 
showing some level of technological augmentability – 
these jobs will be changed by technology but won’t be 
entirely automated. For example, only seven per cent of 
jobs in the education and training sectors are 
automatable but nearly 40 per cent are marked as 
being augmentable (Tonkin, 2020). 
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There is also competition from large format home-
maker centres and stores; craft and farmers 
markets; and large static markets.  

One of the consequences of this has been pressure 
in some locations to develop edge-of-town single-
owner centres and major out-of-centre stores 
(including a number of the proposed but-now-
abandoned Kaufland stores, for example). In 
recent years, this pressure has fallen away 

somewhat, with improved strategic planning and 
because economic pressures are not as intense, 
with the relative decline of the retail sector.  

The key implication for main streets is that the 
bigger main streets may increase their monopoly 
on economic activity and, in turn, bigger hardtop 
centres may do the same. For smaller main 
streets, the opportunities, then, will be 
increasingly in niche activity.  

 
Figure  2: Share of Expenditure by LGA,  Victor ia , 2019 

Figure 2 i l lustrates the concept of agglomerat ion.  It shows the share of total expenditure by LGA in Victoria 
for the calendar year 2019. The distr ibutio n broadly  fol lows the 80:20 rule,  with 23% of  LGAs absorbing 80% 
of  the expenditure.  The chart only shows the top 40 LGAs by  expenditure. Note,  LGA names are excluded for 

confidential ity  reasons. Contact the report authors for more information.  Source: Spendmapp, 2020 
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4. POTENTIAL OVERSUPPLY  

Residential development has seen strong growth 
in many middle and inner suburban main street 
areas. New residents in, and close to centres 
provide expanded markets and encourage a night-
time economy. However, in some cases, intensive 
residential development has led to the provision 
of ground-floor commercial units that have 
remained empty for long periods. The asking rents 
for these types of units may need to be adjusted 
downwards to prevent vacancies that reduce the 
vibrancy of main streets. 

5. ENVIRONMENTAL PRESSURE 

Environmental challenges posed by many factors, 
but particularly climate change, have created an 
urgent need to change our social and economic 
systems. Without the capacity to adapt to these 
growing challenges businesses, locations, entire 
communities may fail to thrive. Fortunately, the 
physical characteristics of main streets broadly 
reflect those characteristics considered essential 
to sustainable development (Table 1). 

 

Table 1: Resilient Characteristics of Main Streets 

Main Street 
Characteristics 

Resilient System 
Characteristics 

Local 
Walkable 
Diverse 
Repurposed buildings 
Multi-purpose spaces and 
assets 

Diversity of functions 
Highly locally connected 
Varied and flexible forms 
Modularity10 

Source:  Zoll i ,  2012;  Geograf ia, 2020 
 

For example, the diversity of the physical form 
(with different types of buildings and spaces, lot 
sizes and so forth) allows for different scales of 
investment over time. Main streets are resource-

 
10 This refers to the capacity of a place to still function even if parts of it no longer exist. For example, a main street may still function as a 
neighbourhood centre even as its edges are subsumed by residential development.  

efficient also by being smaller-scale and usually 
accessible to locals on foot.  

There are, of course, some practical challenges to 
this, including, for example, retro-fitting the many 
disparate buildings in main streets to improve 
energy efficiency.  

THE IMPLICATIONS 

The implications of these five issues include:   

 A need to consider whether land-use 
planning settings encourage investment or 
are otherwise appropriate to the evolving 
situation. For example, car-parking 
requirements for changes of use to new 
activities may be onerous and deter 
investment.  

 New non-retail activities may interrupt the 
existing pedestrian flow and vibrancy of a 
main street, creating dead spots in the retail 
strip. In single-owner centres, where 
activities can be purposefully clustered, this 
can be more easily managed. This increases 
the importance of cooperation between 
landlords in main streets. 

 A premium is likely to be achieved by flexible 
spaces that can evolve to accommodate a 
wide variety of uses. Building design may 
need to adjust to allow improved flexibility. 

 Potentially more vulnerability to changes in 
taste or changing economic conditions. 
Discretionary spending follows fashions and 
is also positively correlated with the health 
of the economy. This makes discretionary 
spending more volatile. By comparison, 
Grocery Stores & Supermarket spending is 
usually steady and closely aligned to the 
catchment population. Over the last two 
years in Victoria, discretionary spending in a 
sample of main streets has increased its 
share of all spending by around 3% (with 
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personal and professional services’ share up 
by almost 12%).  

 A recognition that main streets need to be 
attractive places to visit and stay. Moreover, 
being attractive is not a fixed endpoint; it is a 
continuous process of renewal and 
revitalisation.  

 Ongoing pressure of agglomeration putting 
smaller main streets at risk. However, there 
are likely to be opportunities in niche 
activities.  

 Main streets are relatively resource-efficient. 
They support the creative re-use of building 
stock (which almost always has a smaller 
ecological footprint than a new build) and 
are usually walkable (to, from and within). 
Given that growing environmental pressures 
may increase the cost to consumers of 
accessing less environmentally efficient 
destinations (e.g. via higher transport costs), 
main streets may become more popular 
destinations.  

Understanding these implications 

In view of the relatively rapid change in main 
street functions and the external landscape, 
supporting main street viability requires better, 
more fine-grained, up-to-date and reliable 
information that reflects what actually occurs in 
main streets and allows policymakers and 
investors to understand (and monitor) how these 
issues (and others) are affecting main streets. This 
means collecting and efficiently harnessing 
accurate data on: 

 Economic activity; 

 Pedestrian movement (and origins);  

 CO2 emissions,  

 Resource use; and 

 Community sentiment 

 
11 Recent research has found that, to be sustainable in the long term, the economy needs to generate 2.6 times more GDP per tonne of material used. 
To date, there are no real-world examples where this level of efficiency has been achieved (Vaden et al., 2020).  

These and other parameters can measure the 
extent to which main streets are economically 
viable, safe, inclusive, resilient and sustainable.  

FUTURE CHALLENGES 

Going forward, main streets will have to contend 
with: 

 Further automation of service activities, with 
the potential loss of employment in a wide 
range of new sectors.  

 Electric and autonomous vehicles and the 
advent of transport as a service that will 
change freight and personal travel patterns 
and potentially free-up road space.  

 Growing emphasis on local services. This 
may occur as a result of several factors, 
including higher unemployment, an increase 
in the prevalence of working from home, a 
reduction in the working week and an ageing 
population. This growing localism will 
highlight and increase the disparities in the 
distribution of income and resources (shown 
in Figure 2), with benefits going to those 
living near well-serviced centres.  

 Introduction of smart city technologies that 
could improve how we manage local 
infrastructure. 

 Distributed energy networks, which may 
generate new demand for roof-space and 
collective infrastructure, creating a potential 
for traders’ organisations to become energy 
brokers.  

 The growing urgency of the need to 
decouple economic growth from resource 
use, which may eventually stimulate a 
meaningful response, creating pressure for 
more thorough and organised reuse and 
recycling systems.11  
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1.5 Policy Responses 
Main street stakeholders understand many of the 
issues and trends outlined in Section 1.4 and have 
implemented or proposed a range of policies in 
response.  

For example, in 2019, Small Business Victoria 
hosted a forum to identify the policies that have 
been successful in supporting main streets. It was 
in response to the concern about growing vacancy 
rates in Victoria’s premier main streets (DJPR, 
2020): a consequence of the competition from 
hardtop shopping centres and online sales. 
Participants came from government, the retail and 
real estate industries, and planning. The forum 
came to three core conclusions:  

1. Successful main streets depend on ongoing 
public and private investment in the 
precinct to ensure they can remain a viable 
and vibrant place by day and night. This 
includes physical amenities in the public 
realm, shop frontages, fixture and fittings 
and social investment (such as cultural 
services) to make them safe and attractive to 
diverse groups.  

2. Efficient regulation can stimulate new 
investment. This covered several matters, 
including the cost, time and complexity of 
obtaining permits to operate a small 
business on a retail strip, but also the value 
in having regulations that would incentivise 
landlords to invest in their properties and in 
entrepreneurs to experiment with new 
ideas.  

3. Local council best practice. Local 
government is considered a critical tier of 
government for retail strips. It has essential 
roles in collecting and sharing data to 
highlight strengths and weaknesses and 
target policies and programs, manage the 
built environment through amenity 
improvements, and help market their 
precincts to residents and visitors. Many (but 
not all) councils have an in-depth knowledge 
base about retail that local traders can draw 
on.  

In addition, to facilitate this work, information 
must be collected and shared amongst 
stakeholders (e.g. on vacancy rates, turnover and 
footfall). From this, shared visions can be 
developed for how a precinct might evolve and 
thrive.  

Looking elsewhere (including to Victorian local 
governments which have implemented different 
strategies), we can find numerous initiatives to 
support and sustain main streets in a way that 
responds to the points raised in the Small Business 
Victoria forum. These include:   

 Providing funding via a contribution pool. 
Called by different names (e.g. a Business 
Improvement District levy, DCLG, 2015), 
money is typically raised for marketing and 
events. It can be for other initiatives 
including (at least in other States and 
overseas) streetscape renewal, information 
sharing and other forms of business 
assistance.  

 Revitalising main streets to create more 
attractive settings for shopping, gathering 
and recreating.  

 Targeted small business support programs to 
assist in both business development and 
business operations. 

 Interventions to improve (or improve 
perceptions of) public safety in main streets.  

 More accurate and up-to-date monitoring 
programs to ensure programs and policies 
are assisting and that the correct metrics are 
being used to measure the economic health 
of a main street.  

 

A comprehensive study of successful cultural 
quarters also provides relevant insights into main 
street success, not least because main streets 
invariably accommodate local cultural precincts, 
which are increasingly an important function 
distinguishing them from hard-top retail-focused 
centres. This study (Montgomery, 2004) found 
that a thriving cultural precinct has:  
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 A diversity of other land uses, including 
commercial and other public spaces.  

 A healthy night-time economy ensuring the 
precinct has a longer period of economic 
activity.  

 Opportunities for complementary small 
businesses in informal and formal 
accommodation (e.g. small, affordable shop 
space, street trading facilities and co-
working spaces).  

 Varied and interesting street patterns, active 
street frontages, good wayfinding, and sense 
of history and identity. That is, a robust 
appreciation of the built form.  

UNIQUE PLACES NEED UNIQUE 
SOLUTIONS 

One key finding of the discussions with main street 
stakeholders is that, while these broad-based 
initiatives are effective, each main street will be 
distinctive, requiring a tailored set of solutions. 
The solutions will depend on factors such as: 

 The current economic status. For example, is 
the main street thriving, but with early signs 
of a problem?  

 The existing assets. For example, does it 
benefit from being adjacent to a train 
station? Has it retained its built form 
heritage (which can be both an asset and a 
liability)?  

 The mix of enterprises. Is there excessive 
reliance on one industry, or does the main 
street offer diversity in the mix and scale of 
enterprises?  

 The intensity of competition. Is there a 
hardtop shopping centre nearby that is 
drawing away patrons?  
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2.0 The Value of Main Streets  
There are 698 main streets across Victoria, 473 of which have floorspace of 5,000 sqm 
or more. They range from small suburban intersections with ten or so businesses to 
community hubs in regional towns and cities and major retail strips extending across 
several municipalities in Greater Melbourne. Not only are they numerous, they are 
also ubiquitous: 90% of Victorians live within 10 kilometres of a main street. This 
makes main streets the most accessible retail, commercial, community and business 
centres. Combined, Victoria’s main streets have floorspace totalling 10.17 million 
square metres. They employ around 390,000 people, accounting for 11.7% of the 
State’s jobs, and they generate over $50 billion in economic value (12% of Victoria’s 
Gross State Product) and account for around $24.8 billion in wages.  

 

    
698 10.17m sqm 390,000 $50 billion 
     

     
213 ‘anchors’ 4.85m sqm 3.73m sqm 1.58m sqm $24.8 billion 

2.1 Main Streets are Numerous, Diverse and Distributed  
Main streets have typically developed over 
extended periods (sometimes more than a 
century). Not surprisingly, their composition, 
character and boundaries can be challenging to 
pin down. At their physical edges, they can merge 
into other land uses such as light industry, or even 
residential housing: from non-private dwellings 
such as aged care to detached houses. This creates 
a challenge for both identifying all main streets 
and then measuring their scale.  

For this study, rather than compiling a list of 
known main streets from council (or other) 
sources, a quantitative method was applied using 
land use and cadastral data. Any location in 
Victoria where a street had a collection of multi-
use retail and commercial premises with a 
minimum of eight separate lots and a presence on 
both sides of a road was assumed to be a potential 
main street. This presents a very diverse mix of 
main streets, from local centres, up to large 
regional activity centres (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3:  Main Street Examples 

Figure  3 shows two examples of  main street types in the Cities of Darebin ( left)  Boroondara (r ight).  The blue 
parcels are commerc ial lots , and the red l ines indicate the buffer  area. The buffer area was used as a visual 

cue to identify  the locat ion of main streets.  Although in Darebin it  is one long continuous commercial  str ip,  it  
is understood to be comprised of four separate  main streets.  These buffered areas  were then subject to 
further (qualitative and quantitat ive) examinat ion to define their boundaries. Source: Geograf ia, 2020 

 

There are at least 698 main streets across Victoria, 
with 473 having than 5,000 square metres of 
floorspace.12 Average retail floorspace per main 
street is 6,700 sqm, albeit with a very broad range 
from under 500 sqm up to 100,000+ sqm.  

Of the 698 main streets, 432 (62%) are in Greater 
Melbourne and the remaining 266 in rural and 
regional Victoria (Table 2).  

Amongst these main streets, there is a diversity of 
scale and scope: from small rural strips around an 
intersection to major retail destinations such as 
Chapel Street in Prahran and substantial town 
centres such as Geelong or Ballarat CBD. In many 
cases, the main streets adjoin hardtop shopping 

 
12 If we remove the size threshold, there are 1,508 street-based retail centres across Victoria.  
13 The City of Boroondara identifies 53 shopping destinations, including those with one or two retailers, which are not included in this count.  

malls or commercial centres with supermarkets, 
big-box retail, office complexes and other 
businesses with typically larger footprints.  

As with the 2011 study, the City of Boroondara has 
the greatest number of main streets with 3513 
identifiable main street precincts, 30 of which 
have more than 5,000 sqm of floorspace (Table 3).  
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Table 2: Count of Main Streets by Region 

LGA 
Main 

Streets 
5,000sqm 

and above 

Greater Melbourne 432 266 

Regional Victoria 266 207 

TOTAL 698 473 

Source:  Geografia, 2020 
 

Table 3: Count of Main Streets by LGA 

LGA 
Main 

Streets 
5,000sqm 

and above 

Boroondara 35 30 

Moreland 31 13 

Glen Eira 28 15 

Whitehorse 24 8 

Greater Geelong 22 14 

Monash 22 10 

Stonnington 21 17 

Yarra Ranges 21 14 

Darebin 23 18 

Moonee Valley 18 14 

Kingston 18 12 

Bayside 17 10 

Mornington Peninsula 16 14 

Maroondah 14 5 

Banyule 13 7 

Yarra 12 12 

Port Phillip 12 11 

Brimbank 12 4 

Greater Bendigo 11 8 

Cardinia 11 9 

All other LGAs 317 228 

TOTAL 698 473 

Source:  Geografia, 2020 
 

Main streets are the most effective hubs for 
providing access to goods and services for the 
majority of Victoria’s residents. 90% of Victorian 
resident are within 10 kilometres of a main street 
(Figure 4). They are the most convenient retail and 
commercial precincts for many Victorians, 
providing access to non-discretionary goods and 
services, from groceries to medical practitioners, 
as well as recreational shopping and other cultural 
activities. Without main streets, a 20-minute city, 
as desired in strategic planning policy - Plan 
Melbourne (State Government 2019) - would 
never be achievable. 
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Figure 4:  Main Street Distr ibution 

This shows the distribution of main streets aro und the State.  Source:  Geograf ia,  2020 

2.2 Main Streets Accommodate Significant Floorspace
Applying the quantitative method described in the 
Appendix produces an estimated total floorspace 
of all Victorian main streets of 10,170,000 sqm. Of 
this: 

 48% is for retail; 

 37% for office; and  

 16% for other activities, including education, 
health and civic functions (Table 4).  

 

Table 5 shows floorspace for main streets with 
floorspace of 5,000sqm or more. Table 6 and Table 
7 show the floorspace breakdown by region.  
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Table 4: Top 20 Main Street Floorspace Areas by LGA and Floorspace Type 

LGA Total (sqm) Retail % Office % Other % 

Boroondara 549,100 168,600 31% 319,600 58% 60,900 11% 

Darebin 436,700 287,800 66% 86,400 20% 62,500 14% 

Stonnington 435,400 143,300 33% 236,400 54% 55,600 13% 

Yarra 420,700 185,100 44% 186,600 44% 49,000 12% 

Moreland 412,500 229,800 56% 109,400 27% 73,300 18% 

Glen Eira 382,700 162,600 42% 159,800 42% 60,400 16% 

Greater Geelong 365,100 175,500 48% 143,800 39% 45,900 13% 

Moonee Valley 328,000 124,100 38% 134,500 41% 69,500 21% 

Port Phillip 222,400 58,300 26% 130,000 58% 34,100 15% 

Greater Shepparton 217,000 107,000 49% 86,000 40% 24,100 11% 

Mornington Peninsula 209,800 129,600 62% 54,200 26% 26,100 12% 

Ballarat 190,600 75,100 39% 80,600 42% 35,000 18% 

Greater Bendigo 189,500 83,900 44% 72,000 38% 33,600 18% 

Whitehorse 189,200 75,600 40% 83,600 44% 30,000 16% 

Monash 181,700 95,100 52% 59,400 33% 27,200 15% 

Bayside 175,500 64,300 37% 77,000 44% 34,300 20% 

Greater Dandenong 174,800 64,300 69% 77,000 20% 34,300 11% 

Yarra Ranges 173,600 106,000 61% 41,200 24% 26,500 15% 

East Gippsland 167,700 57,200 34% 96,200 57% 14,300 9% 

Kingston 167,200 88,500 53% 54,200 32% 24,500 15% 

All other LGAs 4,479,700 2,279,400 51% 1,436,000 32% 763,700 17% 

TOTAL 10,170,000 4,850,000 48% 3,730,000 37% 1,580,000 16% 
Note,  f loorspace f igures by LGA are estimates only, and al l  figures are rounded. So urce: Geograf ia, 2020 
 

Table 5: Top 20 Main Street Areas with 5,000sqm or more by LGA and Type 

LGA Total (sqm) Retail % Office % Other % 

Boroondara 527,900 162,100 31% 307,300 58% 58,500 11% 

Darebin 420,200 277,000 66% 83,100 20% 60,100 14% 

Yarra 420,000 184,800 44% 186,200 44% 49,000 12% 

Stonnington 417,300 137,400 33% 226,600 54% 53,300 13% 

Moreland 362,400 201,900 56% 96,100 27% 64,400 18% 

Glen Eira 343,400 145,800 42% 143,300 42% 54,200 16% 

Greater Geelong 340,800 163,800 48% 134,200 39% 42,800 13% 

Moonee Valley 309,500 117,100 38% 126,900 41% 65,500 21% 

Port Phillip 218,300 57,200 26% 127,600 58% 33,400 15% 

Greater Shepparton 209,200 103,100 49% 82,900 40% 23,200 11% 

Mornington Peninsula 202,000 124,700 62% 52,100 26% 25,100 12% 



 

 
The Value of Victoria’s Main Streets  |  Report   |  16 

LGA Total (sqm) Retail % Office % Other % 

Ballarat 187,900 74,000 39% 79,400 42% 34,500 18% 

Greater Bendigo 178,800 79,100 44% 67,900 38% 31,700 18% 

Greater Dandenong 162,800 111,800 69% 32,900 20% 18,000 11% 

Wellington 158,200 79,300 50% 60,200 38% 18,600 12% 

East Gippsland 158,100 53,900 34% 90,700 57% 13,500 9% 

Monash 155,800 81,500 52% 50,900 33% 23,300 15% 

Whitehorse 152,000 60,800 40% 67,100 44% 24,100 16% 

Bayside 150,800 55,300 37% 66,100 44% 29,400 19% 

Yarra Ranges 149,700 91,400 61% 35,500 24% 22,800 15% 

All other LGAs 4,200,300 2,131,800 51% 1,348,100 32% 721,000 17% 

TOTAL 9,520,000 4,540,000 48% 3,500,000 37% 1,480,000 16% 
Note,  f loorspace f igures by LGA are estimates and all  figures are rounded. Source:  Geografia,  2020 
 
Table 6: Main Street Floorspace Areas by Region and Floorspace Type 

LGA Total (sqm) Retail % Office % Other % 

Greater Melbourne 5,722,000 2,700,000 47% 2,150,000 38% 870,000 15% 

Regional Victoria 4,444,000 2,160,000 49% 1,570,000 35% 710,000 16% 

TOTAL 10,170,000 4,860,000 48% 3,720,000 37% 1,580,000 16% 
Note,  f loorspace f igures by LGA are estimates and all  figures are rounded. Source:  Geografia,  2020 
 
Table 7: Main Street Areas with 5,000sqm or more by Region and Floorspace Type 

LGA Total (sqm) Retail % Office % Other % 

Greater Melbourne 5,260,000 2,470,000 47% 1,990,000 38% 800,000 15% 

Regional Victoria 4,260,000 2,060,000 48% 1,510,000 35% 680,000 16% 

TOTAL 9,520,000 4,530,000 47% 3,500,000 37% 1,480,000 15% 
Note,  f loorspace f igures by LGA are estimates and all  figures are rounded. Source:  Geografia,  2020 
 

2.3 Main Streets Have Substantial Economic Value 
A method to estimate the jobs supported by 
Victorian main streets drew from several sources 
to derive a figure of 390,000, which is 11.7% of the 
State’s employment (ABS, 2020).14  

Of the 390,000 jobs:  

 140,400 are in retail (36%);  

 
14 See the Appendix for the method. Note that, the 2011 calculated 370,000 jobs by multiplying an assumed floorspace by the metric of 1 job per 
29sqm (Essential Economics, 2011). Given the difference in the method of main street count, floorspace and jobs, no conclusions should be drawn 
about the differences.  

 202,800 in office work (52%); and  

 46,800 in other work (12%).  
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Gross Regional Product (GRP) is the market value 
of all goods and services produced in a region. For 
the State of Victoria, GRP (also called Gross State 
Product or GSP) was $423 billion in 2017-18 (ABS, 
2020). Based on a State-level Input-Output model 
composed for this study, main streets contribute 
$50.05 billion or 12% of the State GRP15, of which 
some $24.8 billion was estimated as the total 
compensation of employees (essentially the salary 
and wages of main street workers).  

2.4 Hosting Key Retailers 
and Facilities 

The 2011 study (Essential Economics, 2011) 
identified seven major retailers regularly found in 
Victorian main streets. A review of these locations 
in 2020 found approximately one-third of all major 
Victorian supermarkets are still found on main 
streets.16  

Many main streets also host a large number of 
other critical anchors, including tertiary education 
campuses, train stations, local government offices 
and hospitals (Table 8).  

Notwithstanding the presence of these major 
retailers, some stakeholders emphasised the 
importance to main streets of independent 
retailers and enterprises. In some cases, it is what 
gives main streets their unique status, and, in 
other cases, it is simply that chain store retailers 
prefer the commercial model of hardtop 
shopping centres.  

 

Table 8: Main Street Anchor Tenants and Facilities 

Anchor 2011  2020 
% of 
total 

Woolworths 67 92 29% 

Coles 56 92 30% 

ALDI 57 64 46% 

 
15 See the Appendix for an explanation of how this was calculated.  
16 Geospatial data for some traders is no longer freely available and cannot be included in this audit.  

Anchor 2011  2020 % of 
total 

Big W 5 12 16% 

Target 17 30 30% 

Kmart 8 19 15% 

Myer 3 7 17% 

Tertiary 
campuses 

n.a. 12 21% 

Hospitals n.a. 57 18% 

LGA offices n.a. 61 44% 

Train Stations n.a. 149 35% 
Source:  Essential Economics,  20 11, Geograf ia,  
2020 

2.5 State Significant 
Destinations 

Not only are main streets dispersed, convenient 
locations for accessing goods and services, many 
are also visitor destinations. Regional city centres 
can attract people from catchments that extend 
hundreds of kilometres. Main streets are also 
often the location of services more specifically for 
tourists – art galleries, museums and theatres – 
from the Meeniyan Mechanics Institute to the 
Melbourne Town Hall.  

Tourism is one of Victoria’s three most crucial 
export generators (along with agribusiness and 
education). Main streets play a significant role in 
the visitor experience in Victoria and help cement 
the reputation of Melbourne as one of the world’s 
most liveable cities. 

Virtually all tourist town centres are main streets, 
from the holiday towns of the Great Ocean Road 
to the day-trip destinations in the Yarra Ranges, 
from the Gippsland Lakes to the Murray resort 
towns. In addition, many of Melbourne’s main 
streets (Acland, Brunswick, Chapel etc.) form a key 
part of the visitor attraction of the city as a whole 
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This is recognised by Visit Victoria, which actively 
promotes main streets in both metropolitan and 
regional Victoria as visitor destinations for 
domestic and international tourism. This includes 
places like Beechworth and Yackandah in the 
northeast, Bendigo, and Maryborough in the 
Central Goldfields and St Kilda, South Melbourne 
and Brunswick in Greater Melbourne.  

Visitors bring ‘export revenue’ into a local 
economy, and they do this for most Victorian main 
streets. Amongst a sample of 34,17 65% of annual 
expenditure was from visitors to the local 
government area.  Looking at commercial 
catchments for these main streets rather than 
their local government areas, 20% of spending was 
from visitors who live outside of the catchment 
area (Geografia, 2020b).18  

In simple terms, main streets are significant 
economic assets for local areas. They play multiple 
roles, catering to different markets at the same 
time, and they are amongst the most resilient 
features of a local economy. 

2.6 Main Streets Support the 
20-Minute City 

The ability of main streets to pull in users is 
defined by their role as a visitor destination and 
also by their role in the hierarchy of activity 
centres. Every part of Victoria is served by a 
network of activity centres, organised in a 
hierarchy that enables the spatial distribution of 
individual activities to be optimised.  

The hierarchy of centres is used by public and 
private sector entities to plan investment and 
otherwise schedule resources. The number of 
levels in the hierarchy and the role of centres 
varies from time to time and depends on public 

 
17 The sample main streets were those for which we could be reasonably sure that the available spending data based on suburb related directly to 
the centre in question. 
18 In this study the ‘catchment’ for the sample of main streets was quantitatively defined and includes all suburbs (in and outisde of the LGA) that 
accounted for 80% of spending in the main street in the calendar year 2019. See the Appendix for more details.  

policy aims. Depending on the retail catchment 
area and the provision of retail goods and services 
within the centre, typically five levels are 
recognised in the hierarchy: 

1. Capital City 

2. Regional 

3. Sub-regional 

4. Neighbourhood  

5. Local.  

 

The strategic land-use planning tool for 
metropolitan Melbourne, Plan Melbourne, 
identifies three levels: 

1. Metropolitan Activity Centres – 11 higher-
order centres that play a major service 
delivery role for large parts of the 
metropolitan area. One of these is a mainly 
main street style centre (Footscray), and 
four others are a hybrid mix of enclosed 
large format shopping centres and street-
based activities (See Appendix, Section 8.6 
for details). 

2. Major Activity Centres – 121 existing and 
proposed centres that provide a “…focal 
point for services employment, housing, 
public transport and social interaction”. Of 
the 107 existing centres, 59 (55%) are main 
streets, and a further 13 (12%) are hybrids. 

3. Neighbourhood Activity Centres – over 900 
more localised centres that provide access to 
everyday goods and services and local 
employment. 

 

There are main streets at every level in the 
hierarchy. However, most Victorian main streets 
are neighbourhood activity centres, making them 
essential for the 20-minute city. This is the State’s 
push to give people the “ability to meet most of 
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their everyday needs within a 20-minute walk, 
cycle or local public transport trip of their home – 
an important factor in creating healthier 
communities, lowering greenhouse emissions and 
delivering 20-minute neighbourhoods” (DELWP, 
2019).  

The review of centre types (see Appendix) shows 
that most of the newer activity centres in 
Melbourne’s growth areas are of the large-format 
variety. As they typically involve one or just a few 
landholders, they can be developed quickly, which 
makes them the preferred option for State and 
local government land development managers. 
Nevertheless, the value of main street style 
centres in engendering a sense of unique 
community is recognised in the Urban Design 
Guidelines for Victoria (State Government of 
Victoria, 2016). 

2.7 Comparisons with 2011 
Table 9 compares key metrics from the 2011 and 
2020 studies. While the data is provided here, it 
cannot be assumed the differences are due to a 
change in the landscape, so much as a change in 
the methodology.  

Nonetheless, stakeholder consultation suggests 
some tentative conclusions may be drawn from 
the two sets of results: 

 The number of main street centres has 
grown by 2%, not as rapidly as the total 
number of commercial centres, which have 
grown by 12%;  

 Retail floorspace in main streets has 
declined by around 9% and any growth in 
total retail floorspace will have taken place 
in single-owner centres and other large-
format stores; and 

 The employment contribution of main 
streets remains strong, although the share 
of jobs in main streets may have declined 
slightly as retail employment has shrunk.  

 

Other non-quantitative aspects of the 2011 study 
remain very pertinent. Main streets continue to 
provide key focal points for our communities, 
despite the challenges of online trading, 
automation and stiff competition. This community 
function has become especially important during 
the restrictions associated with COVID-19 and 
point to the underlying resilience potential of 
main streets to manage future shocks. 

 

 
Table 9: Main Streets – Key Data, 2011 and 2020 

Metric 2011 2020 

Number of centres 680 698 
All commercial activity centres 1,350 1,508 
Total floorspace in main streets (million sqm) n/a 10.1 
Retail floorspace in main streets (million sqm) 5.3 4.8 
Contribution to Gross State Product ($billion) n/a $50.05 
Total jobs 370,000 390,000 
Share of total jobs 13% 12% 
Annual wage income generated ($m) $15,500 $24,800 

Source:  Essent ial  Economics,  2011, Geograf ia, 2020 



 

 
The Value of Victoria’s Main Streets  |  Report   |  20 

3.0 Responding to COVID-19 
The social and business restrictions associated with COVID-19 have impacted 
Victoria’s main streets, particularly on main streets that rely on visitor income or 
where catchments are affected by State border closures or, in Melbourne, by curfews 
and travel limits. Nevertheless, some smaller and suburban centres have experienced 
a more limited impact, as nearby residents rediscover their local centre. The extent 
to which the lockdown has a long-term impact on Victoria’s economy remains to be 
seen. Much of the shock has been cushioned by various public policy subsidies, 
including Jobkeeper payments to well over 320,000 Victorians in June 2020. Despite 
this, the ABS estimated there were 95,000 more unemployed people in June 2020 
compared with June 2019. This shock is likely to continue well into 2021 and beyond. 
Shocks are a feature of the economy. Fortunately, main streets have the potential to 
manage them.  

3.1 Measuring the Impact of the Lockdown on a Victorian Main 
Street 

Early in the period during which restrictions were 
imposed in Victoria, Geografia commenced an 
audit of a significant main street to monitor the 
effects of the lockdown on retail strips. A section 
of Sydney Road, Brunswick was first surveyed on 
Tuesday, 24 March 2020 and again on Tuesday, 16 
June 2020.  

A total of 86 premises were documented along a 
half kilometre strip of one of Victoria’s most well 
known main streets (Figure 5). Amongst the non-
vacant premises, business activity was logged 
across six types, with the majority in Dining & 
Entertainment. Changes in the operational status 
of premises from March and June are also shown 
in Table 10 (a net, permanent loss of five 
businesses).  

Notably, the March survey occurred in the first 
week of the lockdown. As Table 11 shows, 44 
(53%) of the 82 operating businesses were 
affected 31 of which had put up signs indicating 
they had temporarily closed; and  13 were 
takeaway only.  

The second survey (which occurred during what 
was to eventually be a temporary, and limited 
relaxation of lockdown conditions in Melbourne) 
documented changes in the operational status of 
premises (Table 12). Specifically, 15 (19%) of the 
77 operational businesses had been affected, with 
13 having signs indicating they had temporarily 
closed; and two were now takeaway only.  
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Figure 5: Sydney Road Study Area 

Source: Geograf ia, 2020 

 

Table 10: Premises by Primary Category, Sydney Road, Brunswick, 2020 

Category March June Change 

Dining & Entertainment 27 25 -2 

Discount Department Stores  9 8 -1 

Grocery Stores & Supermarkets 1 1 0 

Personal Services 15 15 0 

Professional Services 13 12 -1 

Specialised & Luxury Goods 15 13 -2 

Specialised Food Retailing 2 3 +1 

Vacant 4 9 +5 

TOTAL 86 86 0 
Source:  Geografia, 2020 
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Table 11: Businesses Status, March 2020, Sydney Road, Brunswick, 2020 

Category Closed Takeaway Only Open Closing Down Total 

Dining & Entertainment 11 12 3 1 27 

Discount Department Stores  6 0 2 1 9 

Grocery Stores & Supermarkets 0 0 1 0 1 

Personal Services 9 0 6 0 15 

Professional Services 2 0 11 0 13 

Specialised & Luxury Goods 2 1 10 2 15 

Specialised Food Retailing 1 0 1 0 2 

TOTAL 31 13 34 4 82 
Note this does not include the four vacant premises.  Source:  Geografia,  2020 
 

Table 12: Businesses Status, June 2020, Sydney Road, Brunswick, 2020 

Category Closed Takeaway Only Open Closing Down Total 

Dining & Entertainment 7 2 16 0 25 

Discount Department Stores  0 0 7 1 8 

Grocery Stores & Supermarkets 0 0 1 0 1 

Personal Services 3 0 12 0 15 

Professional Services 1 0 11 0 12 

Specialised & Luxury Goods 0 0 11 0 13 

Specialised Food Retailing  0 3 0 3 

TOTAL 13 2 61 1 77 
Note this does not include the nine vacant  premises. Source: Geograf ia, 2020 
 

 

If we look at the more permanent change between 
March and June, there were:  

 Five enterprises that closed down 
permanently;  

 One enterprise in the process of closing 
down;  

 One premise that had a change of tenant.  

 

This suggests that, while around half of all 
enterprises changed their operations in response 
to COVID-19 (44 of 82), a further seven changes 
(8%) may just represent the typical churn on a 
main street.  

A follow-up survey will assist in documenting the 
ongoing effect, particularly as the lockdown 
restrictions were increased through August 2020.  

3.2 Positive Outlook for 
Main Streets 

Undoubtedly the restrictions on large sections of 
the economy in response to COVID-19 has had 
negative consequences for main streets, 
particularly those which have shifted more 
towards visitor services. In the economic 
downturn caused by this, it is no surprise that 
discretionary spending has dropped considerably, 
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especially at cafés and restaurants and on 
specialised and luxury goods.  

A review of the bank transaction data for the 
whole of Victoria (Geografia, 2020) showed that: 

 Overall spending in the June 2020 quarter 
was down 4% on June quarter 2019;  

 Consumer staples spending (which more-or-
less matches the traditional retail 
expenditure category in the ABS retail 
surveys), was up some 40%;  

 Service spending was down around 26%; and  

 Discretionary spending was down 48%.  

 
The findings from the data analysis was confirmed 
in the case study research (see Section 4.0), with 
stakeholders noting that extended social 
distancing rules will force closures, increase 
vacancy rates and lower morale.  

This is particularly concerning given the (at least 
qualitatively identified) shift of main streets 
towards accommodating more discretionary and 
service businesses.  

THE REVITALISATION OF MAIN 
STREETS 

Notwithstanding the expenditure downturn, one 
of the unexpected and more positive 
consequences of the restrictions on movement 
has been a rediscovery of local main streets. An 
analysis of expenditure patterns across Greater 
Melbourne found that spending flows into major 
employment hubs have dropped considerably as 
more people have been working from home. The 
estimate is that the spending which previously 
went into the large employment hubs such as 
Melbourne CBD, inner Melbourne job precincts, 
Dandenong and Clayton, has been retained in 
suburban locations, including in main streets. As of 
August 2020, across Greater Melbourne, these 

 
19 This has not been estimated or modelled and the figure is speculative only. 

suburban locations (not all of which are main 
streets) are gaining an average of $80,000 per day 
in additional local spending. In some cases, 
spending has increased (possibly only temporarily) 
by up to $250,000 per weekday (Figure 6).  

In Victoria, the proportion of non-farm people 
working from home is generally less than 5%. At 
the time of writing (August 2020), it has been 
assumed that up to 80% of white-collar workers 
are now working from home.19  

A portion of the money spent on travel costs and 
the purchasing of goods and services in major 
centres can be seen to have flowed back into local 
retail and commercial hubs. While it is true that 
online spending has accelerated during this time, 
main streets offer a diverse range of goods and 
services that people still need, or prefer to buy 
from a main street.  

It is reasonable to conclude that some workers will 
continue to work from home (at least for a part of 
the working week), even after the lockdown ends. 
We can assume, therefore, that a proportion of 
the commuter suburb escape spend that has 
shifted to local spending will remain so. This has 
positive consequences for main streets around the 
State. 

THE RESILIENCE OF MAIN STREETS 

Shocks and dynamic shifts in the economic and 
social landscape are a ‘system feature’ not a 
‘system bug’. Our economy regularly undergoes 
rapid change, and resilience describes a capacity 
to adjust to this change, and not collapse due to it. 
We should, therefore, expect future shocks 
(economic, social or environmental) to impact on 
main streets. Fortunately, the wide range of 
businesses and economic activity they host, their 
accessibility and adaptive built form mean they 
can be resilient to the next shock. The early 
indications that the COVID-19 lockdown has 
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triggered something of a revival of main streets as 
we rediscover the “urban village” is an example of 
how the features of main streets can help achieve 
this.  

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
Figure 6:  Change in Daily Spend for Top and Bottom 10 SA2s  

Figure 6 is from a previous study by Geografia us ing bank transaction data to estimate the increase/decrease 
in daily expenditure as a result of work from home restrict ions imposed by the Vic torian Government in 

March 2020. SA2 level data is used to comply with data privacy rules.  Source: Geografia,  2020a 
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4.0 Main Street Case Studies 
Main streets have more than just direct economic value. As already shown, they are 
the most effective locations for ensuring access to goods and services for all 
Victorians. They also serve many other roles in our communities, not least as places 
for recreation and community gathering. Through detailed case studies; 
supplemented by discussions with additional local government economic 
development and place management personnel, we can identify the critical 
dimensions to main streets; the role they play; and how the direction of change is 
following several distinct patterns. The findings speak to the value of main streets as 
places that can contribute to economic and social resilience.  

4.1 Introduction 
The local governments of Swan Hill, Boroondara 
and Wyndham, have significant main streets that 
are the focus of concerted efforts to ensure they 
remain viable, valuable to (and valued by) 
residents and attractive to visitors (Figure 7). Case 

study analysis of these main streets emphasises 
this importance and the basis upon which they 
have remained successful.20  

 

 

 
Figure 7:  Case Study Locations  

Source: Geograf ia, 202 0 

 
20 Case study main streets were chosen by the client group. 
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4.2 Swan Hill CBD 

ABOUT THE CBD 

Swan Hill CBD is the main activity centre for the 
Swan Hill district in north-western Victoria. It 
serves around 20,000 residents in an area 
stretching into NSW. 

This is the thriving centre of a mid-sized country 
town and hosts most of the major local 
institutions, including the Council office, regional 
library, hospital, clubs, hotels and shopping 
precinct. It is a sub-regional retail centre, with a 
mid-sized Target store, three supermarkets and a 
Bunnings hardware outlet as well as specialty 
stores (chains and independents). 

The Centre is adjacent to the Murray River 
precinct and the Pioneer Settlement historical 
park. This proximity means that tourism is a 
significant source of income for the main street, 
with several motels on its periphery. 

By some local accounts, the Centre is tidy and 
shows signs of recent investment by property 
owners and traders. In other accounts, the centre 
is characterised by relatively low-quality buildings, 
many of which are owned by a handful of people, 
some of whom have chosen not to reinvest. 
Significant streetscape works and investment in 
the public realm have not been undertaken for 
some years. 

TRENDS 

As is common in all centres, Swan Hill CBD has 
experienced some shift from goods retailing to 
services, especially cafés, restaurants and office 
activities. This has resulted in the “hollowing out” 
of the key retail block in the long main street. In 
the view of some, the high rents in the “golden 
block” are not justified, and some operators have 
moved to more peripheral locations. 

Nevertheless, the vacancy rate in the centre has 
been relatively stable in recent years at around 5% 
of premises, although a 2014 study found 7% of 
floorspace was vacant (Essential Economics, 
2014). Based on the sample of councils contacted 
for this study, this vacancy rate is at the lower end 
of the typical rate (5%-10%).  This indicates that 
the centre is successfully negotiating the 
transition to a more service-oriented offering, 
managing to retain its role as the heart of the 
district community. 

Before 2000, the Centre was reportedly not in 
good shape, with growing vacancies. A confluence 
of dynamic business people and Council group saw 
the establishment of the special rate to provide 
business development and promotional activities 

Swan Hill CBD – KEY FACTS 

Traders:  225 
Retail floorspace: 40,000 sqm 

Anchor tenants: 
Target, Coles, Woolworths, Aldi, 
Bunnings 
 
Other services: 
Swan Hill Rural City Council, Regional 
Library, District Health, Centrelink 
 
Vacancy rate 
Pre COVID-19 ±5% (premises) 
Currently (July 2020) ±8% 
 
Traders Association: 
Swan Hill Inc (110 members in 
commercial, industrial and tourism 
sectors) 
 
Special Rate:  Yes 

Funds raised:  $336,000 
(2019-2020) from 339 traders 
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across the board. While the fortunes of the Centre 
have waxed and waned since then, there have 
been significant benefits from the activities of 
Swan Hill Inc in providing consistent marketing 
and promotion, as well as ongoing trader support. 

THE ROLE OF COUNCIL 

The key roles of the Swan Hill Rural City Council, in 
respect to the City’s main streets, are in land-use 
planning and urban design, including establishing 
a retail strategy for the municipality; organisation 
of the special rate scheme and its renewal; 
contributing to training for businesses; and 
working in partnership with the traders’ 
organisation, including providing a senior officer 
to sit on the board. As is the case with most local 
government areas, during the COVID-19 period, 
the Council is also providing special assistance to 
traders, including educating consumers about 
restrictions. Most marketing, networking and 
trader assistance is delivered through the traders’ 
organisation, although Council is now bringing 
expertise in tourism marketing and organisational 
management. Council and traders have a close 
relationship, with monthly meetings between 
Council CEO and the Chairman of the traders’ 
organisation. 

TRADERS’ ORGANISATION 

Swan Hill has had a traders’ organisation for many 
years. Now called Swan Hill Inc, it represents all 
the businesses in properties that pay the special 
rate levied by Council in Swan Hill and district. This 
includes 114 businesses in the two industrial areas 
of the town and 225 operators in the main 
business district and highway services area. 
Approximately 110 local businesses have chosen 
to be members of Swan Hill Inc, although the 
services of the organisation are provided to all 
special rate-payers. Given the need to opt in to 
membership, this is a reasonable rate bearing in 
mind the time constraints faced by small business 

operators. There is no membership fee in addition 
to the special rate; however, some businesses in 
NSW, which rely on Swan Hill, have chosen to 
become members and contribute to Swan Hill Inc, 
paying a fee which is equivalent to the rate paid by 
local members.  

The special rate was established 20 years ago and 
has been renewed three times since then. It is now 
in place for seven years, which is sufficiently long 
to provide certainty for traders and gives the 
organisation the ability to plan for the long term. 
This model is envied by people in other locations, 
according to Council, because it enables 
businesses to have a large degree of control over 
marketing, including the ability to respond quickly 
while allowing Council the power of review.  

The traders’ organisation has a board which sets 
strategy; a marketing committee, which focuses 
on visitor attraction; and a traders’ committee, 
which runs events and deals with traders’ issues. 
The organisation has a full-time executive officer, 
paid for through the special rate, who manages 
the day to day operations of the organisation and 
services the various committees. 

Swan Hill Inc operates two market days per year in 
the Centre; it has an end-of-financial-year sale and 
provides Christmas decorations and events. It has 
a significant website that focuses on visitor 
promotion.  

Swan Hill Inc is not a traditional main street 
traders organisation in that it represents 
businesses across several locations beyond the 
main street. It is the voice of business in the 
district and takes a substantial role in tourism 
promotion. The organisation acts as the local 
tourism association for the Swan Hill area in the 
broader context of the Murray Regional Tourism 
Association (Visit Murray). 
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THE COVID-19 EXPERIENCE 

The pandemic has encouraged local residents to 
shop locally so that, at times, the CBD has been 
busy, although most businesses have experienced 
a loss in trade. Several businesses have closed or, 
in some cases, moved from a CBD office to a home 
office to reduce costs. As a result, the vacancy rate 
of premises has increased from around 5% to 8%. 
The hospitality businesses have suffered the most 
because of the specific social distancing 
restrictions and because of the recent border 
closure with NSW. 

Reportedly, some landlords, particularly those 
who are quite disconnected from the running of 
their properties or the experience of operating in 
the CBD, are not responding positively to requests 
to renegotiate rents at this time. This is despite the 
mandatory code of conduct put in place by the 
Commonwealth Government.    

Swan Hill Inc has responded to the crisis by 
partnering with the Council to deliver small 
business support programs. It is also promoting a 
local gift card that can only be redeemed in the 
Swan Hill shops to encourage local shopping 
(Figure 8). The organisation is also planning 
“Return to Swan Hill” promotions for later in the 
year assuming the restrictions on movement are 
lifted.  

 

 
Figure  8: Swan Hil l Giftcard 
Source: Swan Hil l  Inc , 2020 

CHALLENGES 

 A major riverfront redevelopment is planned 
which will link the River more closely to the 
CBD and its activities. The riverfront precinct 
will create a major new focal point for 
visitors and the local community. This will 
bring more investment into the town centre 
but may also further fragment CBD activities. 

 Much of the CBD building stock was 
developed during the 1950s and 60s and is 
now reaching the end of its useful life. Major 
reinvestment is required to create spaces 
that are fit for purpose. Some landlords (at 
least) are reluctant to undertake significant 
reinvestment, especially given the uncertain 
environment for retailing.   

 The establishment and solid run of Swan Hill 
Inc have relied to some degree on the efforts 
of key individuals. There is a need to ensure 
that the organisational structures and local 
enthusiasm are robust enough to survive the 
inevitable change in leadership. Training for 
success is assisted to some extent as the 
organisation has two subordinate 
committees which provide opportunities for 
new leaders. 

 Council has reviewed spending data on the 
effectiveness of the market days organised 
by Swan Hill Inc. The data shows little 
improvement in spending as a result of the 
effort expended, which is prompting calls for 
a change in the types and scale of activity 
undertaken. This is evidence of a wider 
tension between the need for positive 
results for businesses and the celebration of 
centres as a community focal point. New 
metrics may be required to identify 
community satisfaction as well as 
commercial returns since, ultimately, one 
will lead to the other. 

 Having industrial businesses pay the special 
rate means that the business community can 
act as a single entity. However, while the 
special rate for industrial businesses is lower, 
the value they receive from the rate is likely 
to be indirect – for example, assisting CBD 
and tourism businesses will stimulate 
industrial demand. This lack of direct 
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connection leads some industrial operators 
to question the value of the rate. Efforts to 
assist industrial businesses more directly 
could start with the creation of a specific 
industrial committee that could lobby for 
infrastructure improvements; sponsor 
training and relevant speakers; and develop 
a local industrial directory. 

 The home-based business sector is 
increasingly important, particularly in the 
COVID-19 era. These businesses do not pay 
the special rate, which some other traders 
feel is unfair. However, farmers, for 
example, have always been exempt from the 
levy and home-based operators could be 
seen in the same light. The traders' 
organisation could institute a new category 
of membership through which the home-
based business operators could get access to 
the local business network. 

 Because the membership of Swan Hill Inc 
does not include all the businesses that pay 
the special rate levy, there may be some 
concern that the organisation does not 
effectively represent all local businesses. 
However, the 100+ members that are 
currently registered are likely to provide a 
wide range of views. 

 According to Council, the Swan Hill Inc 
model works for a community the size of 
Swan Hill because it is able to raise sufficient 
funds to make a difference, especially in the 
expensive marketing space. Council has 
judged that the model is unlikely to work 
effectively in the smaller centres of the 
Shire. 

KEY POINTS 

 Swan Hill CBD is a multifunctional main 
street town centre that serves an extensive 
resident catchment as well as visitors to the 
region.  

 Relatively low vacancy rates indicate the 
Centre is well-regarded by users and is 
successfully negotiating the transition to a 
more service-oriented offering.  

 The COVID-19 pandemic has reinforced the 
importance of the Centre for residents who 
have supported it strongly. 

 Success is due to the consistent marketing, 
promotion and business development 
provided by Swan Hill Inc, funded by the 
special rate, which is levied on all non-farm 
business properties in the district.  

 Support for this approach is shown in the 
repeated renewal of the special rate over 20 
years (despite the complexity of the renewal 
process.)   

 The Swan Hill experience shows that 
effective cooperation between the Council 
and the trader community, as well as 
between traders, can deliver successful 
centres.  

 Notwithstanding the relative success of the 
CBD, the centre and its traders face 
challenges including the need for 
reinvestment; the need to integrate the new 
riverfront development into the CBD; the 
succession planning required to generate 
new leaders for the traders’ organisation; 
the challenge of representing all the traders 
in Swan Hill; and maintaining close working 
relations between Council and traders. 

 The COVID-19 experience is also 
demonstrating the importance of these 
multifunctional centres as the heart of their 
communities.   
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4.3 Camberwell Shopping 
Precinct 

ABOUT THE CENTRE 

The Camberwell shopping precinct is the largest 
activity centre in Boroondara. It accommodates 
the Council offices and a wide range of retail, 
commercial and entertainment activities as well as 
housing at various levels of density. It is served by 
tram and train lines and has a catchment that 
includes some of the wealthiest suburbs in 
Australia. The well-known Camberwell Sunday 
Market attracts people from all over Melbourne 
for second-hand goods.  

This is a large sub-regional retail centre that 
competes with nearby street-based centres such 
as Glenferrie Road and Kew but also the large 
super-regional, single-owner centres such as 
Chadstone and Doncaster as well as the CBD. 

TRENDS 

Camberwell is well-regarded by its catchment and 
shows signs of extensive investment by traders 
and owners. Nevertheless, as with most centres, 
Camberwell has experienced a shift from goods 
retailing to services, with health and financial 
services beginning to take up space in the prime 
retail core of the Centre. The level of vacancy, at 
around 10%, is significant although not as large as 
some other main streets in the inner suburbs such 
as Chapel Street, Bridge Road or Brunswick Street.  

THE ROLE OF COUNCIL  

The Council’s roles with respect to main streets, 
are land-use planning and development, 
maintenance, and facilitation of the special rate 
scheme, as well as providing support to the 
traders' organisation. The scheme for Camberwell 
was instituted 24 years ago and raises a levy which 

is used to support marketing and business 
development. It is one of eight such schemes 
operating in the municipality. The Council also 
owns the Camberwell Fresh Food Market and 
supports the Camberwell Sunday Market via a 
licence agreement.  

The Economic Development department regularly 
liaises with the business association offering 
information, support and advice and access to 
Council grants, training and networking, free 
business mentoring opportunities and funding and 
coordination of Christmas decorations. Recent 
Council public realm upgrades and capital works 
have included Cookson Street and a major 
refurbishment of the Camberwell Fresh Food 
Market site.  

Camberwell Centre – KEY FACTS 

Traders:  772 
Retail floorspace: 75,000 sqm 
Other commercial:  125,000 sqm 

Anchor tenants: 
Target, Coles, Woolworths, Aldi, Dan 
Murphy, JB-HiFi, Officeworks, 
Camberwell Fresh Food Market, 
Camberwell Sunday Market, Rivoli 
Cinema 
 
Other services: 
Boroondara City Council, retirement 
village and aged care services 
 
Vacancy rate 
Pre COVID-19  5-12%  
Currently (July 2020) ±10% 
 
Traders Association: 
Camberwell Centre Association 
 
Special Rate:  Yes 
 
Funds raised:  $555,000 
(2019-2020) 
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TRADERS’ ORGANISATION 

The Camberwell Centre Association works for all 
businesses that pay the special rate levy. However, 
of the 720 traders, fewer than 30 are members of 
the Association and contribute their time to its 
running. The Association has a single full-time 
executive officer who has been employed for 20 
years (since the early days of the special rate). The 
rate is set at a level that raises $550,000, much of 
which is spent on a large marketing effort 
(although the funds raised are still a fraction of the 
marketing funds expended by the competing 
single-owner centres such as Chadstone). The 
level of the rate is different depending on the type 
of property. Properties in the core retail strip pay 
more than those in peripheral areas or upper 
floors. Landlords usually pass on the rate to their 
tenants. 

The rate levy pays for a sophisticated online 
marketing and promotional operation comprising 
a website21 that highlights offers, news and 
events, with pages for each trader and links to 
other relevant social media. The Association has a 
database of 8,000 people who receive regular 
updates on the Centre; and a newspaper is 
produced three times a year - The Camberwell 
Citizen – which goes to 25,000 households. This is 
particularly important now that the regular local 
paper has been discontinued. There are events 
and promotions, including the usual Christmas and 
Easter retail campaigns as well as health, fashion 
and art events. The type of event has shifted over 
the years, with big community festivals replaced 
with commercial promotions that will more 
directly benefit the traders. This reflects the 
changing nature of the offering at the Centre. For 
example, a health and wellness event has been 
introduced to cater to the marketing needs of the 
growing health service sector. 

 
21 camberwellshopping.com.au 

COVID-19 RESPONSES 

The Association has been able to respond quickly 
to the COVID-19 events, communicating directly 
with traders to provide up-to-date information 
and a friendly ear. A traders’ portal has been 
added to the website to provide all the latest 
information about regulations and Government 
assistance packages. The Association, along with 
traders’ groups from other centres, has also 
successfully lobbied the Council to deliver a range 
of temporary assistance measures including 
waiving fees for food premises registration and 
outdoor trading and reducing parking 
enforcement.  

The Association is moving its trader training 
activities online in the form of webinars. It has 
subsidised a web-developer to talk with traders 
about their online presence and sales techniques. 
Marketing has been adjusted to encourage 
spending by residents and to note that 
Camberwell, still has it all (Figure 9). 

 

 
Figure 9:  Camberwell  Promotional Message  

Source:  CamberwellShopping, 2020 

 

In some other jurisdictions such as Banyule, 
Council has paid the special rate levy for a short 
period as a way of supporting traders. This has not 
happened in Boroondara, although property 
owners can apply for a rate deferment. Instead, 
the Council is undertaking a $120,000 marketing 
campaign for all its 53 recognised centres. There is 
some concern that the general “shop local” 
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message will not be sufficiently targeted to 
generate any noticeable increase in trade, 
particularly as most people have no choice but to 
shop local in the lockdown phases of the 
pandemic. 

Council is providing other general assistance in the 
form of small business resilience grants and online 
seminar programs 

CHALLENGES 

 Much of the building stock in the centre 
provides shop units which are on the larger 
side – often larger than 100sqm. These can 
be difficult for small-scale independent 
traders to take up and are usually more 
suited to chain stores with slightly larger 
footprints. While the centre does have many 
examples of chain stores, Camberwell is not 
always the most attractive proposition for 
retail chains, many of which prefer the larger 
hardtop centres with large department 
stores, high foot-traffic and organised shop-
placement and marketing. The challenge may 
be to market the centre to potential 
occupants. Using the marketing fund to 
attract new entrants that may compete with 
existing traders could be a hard sell unless 
there is an agreed strategic development 
plan for the centre. 

 There is a challenge to maintain strong retail 
focal points as non-retail services begin to 
intrude, diluting the offering. This is not a 
problem for the key competing hard-top 
centre managers who can control the mix 
and placement of activities throughout their 
centres. 

 Some landlords are reluctant to adjust rental 
levels in the face of declining sales since this 
affects the capital valuation of their property. 
Even during the COVID-19 emergency, some 
landlords have not followed the Government 
directive to negotiate in good faith.  

 Vacancy rates are already quite high, and the 
empty spaces could become long-term 
vacancies as the COVID-19 pandemic 
accelerates online retailing and service sector 

automation. Temporary uses – pop-up shops, 
spaces for community organisations, 
community art and performance spaces etc. - 
may provide some income for landlords and, 
importantly for the centre, better activation 
and attraction of residents and visitors. 
Landlords should be persuaded to entertain 
short term, low rent leases. 

 With less than 30 members, it is difficult for 
the Camberwell Centre Association to be 
representative. This situation may reflect 
general confidence in the work of the very 
experienced centre manager. It may also 
reflect some lack of community connection 
between the traders, who do not necessarily 
live locally. However, gaining a consensus for 
any change in strategy or negotiating a 
smooth succession may be difficult without 
broader representation. 

 In competing with Chadstone and the other 
single owner centres, there is a need to 
ensure that the Camberwell Centre is visually 
exciting. To date, this has not been a feature 
of the streetscape works implemented by 
Council. The urban design guidelines for the 
Centre could be updated to ensure that 
public (and private) art can be incorporated. 

 The five-year special rate renewal cycle takes 
up significant resources within the Council’s 
economic development unit. With eight 
centres having a special rate, there is at least 
one renewal per year, each one likely to be a 
six-month process. The process makes work 
for one full-time equivalent job at Council. 
Pushing out the renewal time to seven years 
would ease the burden somewhat. There may 
be other ways of reducing the burden of 
special rate renewal. For example, there is no 
specification in the act or the guidelines for 
potential special ratepayers to vote on the 
rate scheme, only that they should be 
informed and have an opportunity to 
comment or object. 

 In common with many centres, Camberwell 
no longer has a large community event or 
festival. Judging by these case studies and 
anecdotal evidence from elsewhere, large 
community festivals are often found to 
provide no net benefit to traders in terms of 
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direct sales. However, such events may 
generate goodwill that is important for the 
ongoing commitment of community 
members to the centre. Alternative ways of 
generating such goodwill for the centre may 
need to be considered.  

KEY POINTS 

 Camberwell is a multifunctional Centre 
providing retail goods and services as well as 
entertainment, office employment, health, 
community services and housing.  

 Pre-COVID-19, it was well-regarded by 
residents and attracting visitors from all over 
Melbourne. While still enjoying a sub-
regional retail role, it provides more and 
more non-retail activities, especially health 
and financial services. 

 The Trader’s Association has funds to provide 
marketing and promotion services to 
businesses. Traders recognise the value of 
the scheme and have supported three 
renewals over 20 years.  

 During COVID-19 restrictions, locals have 
rediscovered the scale, and ease of access to, 
their Centre. Traders also recognise the value 
of having a paid and active traders’ 
association to turn to for advice and 
assistance and a coordinating point for 
information and lobbying.  

 The Centre is negotiating the change in the 
economic environment, in which services are 
becoming more dominant and where an 
active online presence is vital to generate 
trade. This is only made possible through the 
resources generated by the special rate and 
the work of the traders’ association. 
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4.4 Werribee City Centre 

ABOUT THE CENTRE 

Werribee City Centre is the heart of a former 
country town that has been enveloped by 
Melbourne’s westward growth. It is a 
multifunctional main street style centre with a 
diverse food and groceries offering, specialty 
stores, dining, entertainment and a variety of 
commercial and civic services. While there are 
chain store representatives, independents 
predominate.  

Werribee has expanded over time and is the 
principal activity centre in one of Australia’s 
fastest-growing municipalities. Nevertheless, 
regional level retailing is provided at a hardtop 
centre (Pacific Werribee), 4km to the northeast; 
and the main municipal office is located about 
1km to the east. Competition in the various 
markets served by the centre is growing all the 
time as new activity centres are developed to 
serve the rapidly expanding municipal population. 

The Centre is served by rail and located adjacent 
to parkland beside the Werribee River. Despite 
substantial investment, including level crossing 
removals, parkland development and significant 
planned housing and office development, in many 
respects, it remains a Centre with the feel of the 
country town it once was.  

TRENDS 

As with many main streets, Werribee has been 
affected by the switch to services – mainly through 
replacement of goods retailers with dining and 
lifestyle outlets. Over the years, the centre has not 
grown to fulfil a regional retail role. Nor has it 
developed as a major office precinct. These roles 
have been taken by places to the east, which are 
more central to consumer and labour-force 
catchments. Nevertheless, Werribee remains the 

principal centre in the activity centre hierarchy 
and is a Council focus. 

THE ROLE OF COUNCIL 

Successive councils have recognised the 
importance of community building in Wyndham 
and Werribee City Centre is designated to fulfil the 
function of the major community hub. As a result, 
the Council has become the principal Centre actor 
through its planning and design functions, its 
major redevelopment projects (e.g. the Werribee 
City Centre Project), and its marketing and 
activation strategies and spending. 

The Vibrant City Centres team at Council provide 
funding and work in conjunction with traders on 
events and marketing. For example, in the quiet 
retail month of January, they host a pop-up park, 
with music and movies on weekends, along with 
Sunday markets (organised by traders). The team 

Werribee City Centre – KEY FACTS 

Traders:  450 
Retail floorspace: 35,000 sqm 
Total floorspace:  130,000 sqm 

Anchor tenants: 
Coles, Woolworths, Aldi, Bunnings, 
Officeworks, Quest Hotel, RSL 
 
Other services: 
Wyndham Cultural Centre, VicRoads 
and Justice Service 
 
Vacancy rate (premises) 
Pre COVID-19 5-7%  
Currently (July 2020) 5-7% 
 
Traders Association: 
Werribee Business and Tourism 
Association 
 
Special Rate:  No 
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has a budget of $0.5m for centre activation across 
the municipality. 

Council has not funded any recent streetscape 
works, but plans are afoot to improve streetscapes 
as part of the City Centre redevelopment projects. 
Individual projects, including murals and park 
landscaping, are going ahead. 

 

TRADERS’ ORGANISATION 

The Werribee Business and Tourism Association 
(WBTA) represents traders in the City of Wyndham 

and has around 90 members, many of whom are 
from the Werribee City Centre. Membership fees 
are from $120 to $320 per year, depending on 
employee count. The Association organises 
networking activities and taps into Council and 
Government training and information programs. It 
provides promotional activities through social 
media (Facebook). The Association relies on its 
membership fees (in the range $15,000-$20,000 
per year) plus grants from Council for its activities.  

COVID-19 RESPONSES 

Two traders have closed as a result of COVID-19 so 
far, and while vacancies remain low, there is a 
feeling that some traders will not be able to 
survive because of accumulated debts, high costs 
and continuing low levels of trade. Council has 
provided a $5m business support fund – grants for 
coaching and marketing - which some Werribee 
traders have drawn on. The Council has also 
provided rate deferrals, promotion of businesses 
remaining open, small business training and is a 
portal for information on restrictions and 
assistance from other organisations. The WBTA 
has also been proactive on social media in 
promoting businesses that are open and providing 
information about the new restrictions.  

CHALLENGES 

 The retail role of Werribee is rather under-
developed for a centre that is hoping to be 
the chief community hub for the 
municipality. Supermarkets are presently the 
highest order shops, where, typically a 
department store or discount department 
store and many chain stores would be 
expected of a Principal centre. Retail 
investment in existing centres is likely to be 
subdued for some time; the emphasis for 
investors will continue to be on newly 
developing centres in the growth areas. 
Nevertheless, retail investment attraction 
efforts may be required to bolster the role of 
Werribee City Centre. 

Werribee City Centre Redevelopment 

Wyndham City Council is taking steps to position 
Werribee as the Capital of Melbourne’s West. 
Council, in a series of public/private 
partnerships, is developing key sites across the 
City Centre, and in Council-led projects, 
redeveloping existing assets. 

Collectively, these projects will deliver more 
employment, housing, boost liveability, increase 
car parking, and strengthen the local economy. 

Independent analysis has found that these key 
developments will boost Wyndham’s economy 
by $465 million. 

Together, these projects will deliver: 

 1,600 jobs, both through construction and 
ongoing 

 1,690 parking spaces 
 16,400 sqm of office space 
 2,800 sqm of retail and hospitality space 
 300 residential apartments 
 150-bed Holiday Inn hotel 
 Wyndham Park redevelopment, 

connecting the centre to open space and 
the Werribee River 

 A new Integrated Community Learning 
Centre 

 A new childcare centre 
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 Although there are several cafes and 
restaurants in Werribee, the centre has not 
captured the local imagination as a night-
time destination and its evening economy is 
relatively low key. There is no cinema, for 
example, even though Wyndham is under-
provided with cinema screens.22 The night-
time economy may be revitalised through the 
city centre redevelopment program. 
Bolstering its entertainment role will be vital 
for a major centre that has little higher-order 
retailing. 

 The existing traders’ group is municipal-wide; 
there is no business organisation specific to 
the Werribee City Centre. There may be 
potential, as is the case in Swan Hill, to have a 
City Centre traders’ subcommittee, or to 
form a separate organisation to look after the 
interests of City Centre traders. The 
establishment of a special rate would provide 
traders with funds for centre management 
and marketing. Such an organisation could 
improve the performance of individual 
businesses and the centre as a whole. It could 
also free up Council funding for more 
strategic interventions, including investment 
attraction efforts. 

KEY POINTS 

 Werribee City Centre is being groomed to be 
the key hub for the municipality - the capital 
of the west - with commensurate levels of 
investment. In these circumstances, it is 
understandable that Council wishes to 
improve the level of activation and marketing 
of the centre to create demand from 
residents and encourage investors. 

 Over time, the traders’ group may wish to be 
more independent and create their own 
marketing strategy with their own funds (e.g. 
collected through a special rate). For now, 
though, traders are content to let Council 
lead.  

 
22 According to figures from Screen Australia (2019), the number of residents per screen is approximately 11,100, Australia-wide. In Wyndham, this 
would give rise to demand for around 24 screens but only 10 screens are provided within the municipality in one location at the hardtop Pacific 
Werribee centre. 

4.5 Case Study Summary 
The case studies reveal the following findings: 

1. According to the case study discussions (and 
follow up interviews), the balance of 
activities in main streets is shifting; away 
from goods retailing and towards office-
based enterprises, or dining and 
entertainment, or a combination of both. 
Although this may pose a challenge in 
maintaining vibrant retail cores, it does show 
that main street centres are attractive for a 
wide range of activities and that the physical 
spaces are, to some extent, being recycled 
for new uses. 

2. Councils recognise the broader benefits of 
main streets as accessible service and facility 
hubs. Councils support main streets directly, 
through capital works and business support 
activities, and indirectly through the 
facilitation of special rate schemes that allow 
the provision of marketing and centre 
management.  

3. Active centre marketing and management 
are needed to improve the success of main 
streets, particularly considering the 
competition from well-funded single-owner 
centres. This requires sufficient resources 
and effective collaboration between traders’ 
associations and the local council. 

4. Unless councils are willing to fund marketing 
and management activities, as at Werribee 
City Centre, funds need to be collected from 
centre traders and property owners for the 
purpose. The most effective way to ensure 
that all parties pay is to levy a special rate. 
These can be challenging to introduce and 
require a commitment of time and resources 
by councils. Nevertheless, once established, 
many traders recognise the benefits and 
usually vote to renew them.  

5. COVID-19 has made a very significant impact 
on the turnover of activity centres 
everywhere. The case study centres expect 
that prolonged social distancing measures 
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will result in substantial numbers of closures 
and potentially long-term vacancies. Active 
centre managers and Council actions have 
been vital in maintaining the morale of 
traders and the confidence of consumers. 

6. COVID-19 has led many people to look to 
their local main street centres to procure 
goods and services. Consequently, many of 
these centres have had a modest resurgence 
in popularity. Centre managers see the 
potential to build on this with buy-local 
campaigns. If the response to COVID-19 
results in greater numbers of people working 
from home or working locally, main streets 
will become even more important as 
accessible centres for service delivery and 
jobs. 

7. The importance of main streets as service 
delivery points and employment hubs have 
been reinforced through the current 
pandemic. Local Councils have a set of roles 
in supporting main street centres, including:  

i. Helping to identify appropriate 
development strategies for centres in 
conjunction with centre users 

ii. Capital works programs to support the 
development strategies 

iii. Introduction and renewal of special rate 
schemes where appropriate 

iv. Providing a forum for discussion and 
mediating between the various parties 
involved in main streets, including 
traders, property owners, centre users 
and local citizens 

v. Implementing policies and lobbying for 
policies that will support the capacity of 
main streets to continue to evolve to 
serve the community 

 

Table 13 summarises the key findings of the case 
study analysis.   

 

Table 13: Summary of Case Study Centres 

Indicator Camberwell Shopping Precinct Swan Hill CBD Werribee City Centre 

Retail floorspace 75,000 sqm 40,000 sqm 35,000 sqm 

Total floorspace 125,000 sqm na 130,000 sqm 

Current vacancy 
rate 

±10% (floorspace) ±8% (premises) 5%-7% (premises) 

Key trends Shift from goods retailing to 
health and financial services; 
Dissipation of retail core 

Shift from goods retailing to 
foodservice and office 
activities; 
Dissipation of retail core 

Retail goods role has 
remained under-developed, 
but the centre is the focus 
of major reinvestment to 
create the capital of the 
west 

Is there a dedicated 
business 
organisation? 

Camberwell Centre Association 
with FT centre coordinator 
represents 720 traders but has 
less than 30 members 

Swan Hill Inc. covers the 
district but has traders’ 
committee that coordinates 
centre activities; has paid 
executive 

Werribee Business and 
Tourism Association has 90 
members and covers the 
whole of Wyndham 
(although many members 
are from Werribee City 
Centre) 

Is there a special 
rate? 

Yes Yes No 

Centre funding $550,000 through special rate 
plus Council contribution for 
generic business development 
activities, Christmas marketing 

Special rate raises $622,000, 
with $350,000 spent on 
tourism marketing and 
promotion for the district as 
a whole and much of the 

There is no dedicated fund 
for Werribee, but it does 
receive a more than 
proportionate share of 
Council’s spending on 
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Indicator Camberwell Shopping Precinct Swan Hill CBD Werribee City Centre 
and occasional streetscape 
improvements 

remainder spent on centre 
coordination and events. 
Council also contributes 
some funds to set-piece 
marketing 

Vibrant City Centres 
(including $0.5m for centre 
activation) 

Key issues Potential for a strategic 
development plan to assist with 
investment attraction; 
Challenge to retain key retail 
focal points; 
Declining demand for 
commercial property needs to 
be reflected in a managed 
decline in property values and 
rents; 
Long-term vacancies will need 
to be better managed to 
maintain street activation; 
Membership of the traders 
association needs to be 
bolstered to ensure consensus 
about future directions; 
Street art and visual excitement 
is needed to compete with 
hardtops; 
Community support must be 
maintained through the coming 
evolution 

Potential for further 
fragmentation of the centre 
with major riverfront 
precinct redevelopment; 
Relatively poor building 
stock with little prospect of 
reinvestment in the current 
environment; 
Need to ensure succession 
planning for the traders’ 
organisation; 
Need to improve business 
outcomes of spending on 
the centre whilst 
maintaining community 
support; 
Need to effectively manage 
the needs of disparate 
members of the business 
association and, potentially, 
attract new members 
through new membership 
categories 

The retail role needs to be 
bolstered to reinforce the 
catchment of the centre; 
Entertainment role of the 
centre needs to be 
improved to establish a 
point of difference to the 
competing hardtops; 
Potential for a traders’ 
organisation that represents 
the needs of businesses in 
the centre; 
Need for dedicated 
marketing and management 
that can ultimately be 
directed by traders 
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5.0 The Special Rate Schemes 
Marketing and coordination support for main streets is often provided through 
levying special rates on the commercial properties involved.  These funds allow 
traders’ associations to employ professional assistance for main street 
management.  Twenty-three Victorian councils have implemented special rate 
schemes, supporting 68 main streets (~10% of all main streets). These schemes have 
directly or indirectly raised approximately $14.2 million, which has been used to 
generate about $140 million in economic activity on these main streets. 

5.1 The Local Government 
Act 

The Victorian Local Government Act 1989 
(Section 163) allows for the declaration of a 
special rate or charge to cover expenditure if that 
will provide a special benefit to the parties being 
levied.  Special rates can be levied for promotion 
and management of activity centres where it is 
deemed that the collective spending on these 
activities would not otherwise take place.  To levy 
a special rate, councils must: 

 Identify the nature and total cost of the 
service and the timeframe over which it will 
be provided – usually done through a 
business plan prepared with the traders’ 
organisation 

 Determine whether there is any wider 
community benefit and subtract this from the 
total cost 

 Identify the properties to be levied and 
calculate the rate to be levied on each one 

 Provide at least 28 days public notice of the 
intention to declare a special rate, with all 
the relevant information 

Because of the potential of individual rate-payers 
to object and to take the issue to a costly VCAT 
hearing, most Councils require a vote of special 
rate-payers in favour of the levy to provide 
evidence of support. 

The process of setting a special rate requires time 
to prepare a business plan and costing as well as 
undertaking the notice and vote.  This means that 
special rates are resource-intensive; and because 
of the time-limited nature of the rate, they must 
be renewed periodically, going through the same 
process each time.  Nevertheless, the experience 
of Councils using the special rate is that they are 
usually renewed time and again because traders 
recognise their value.    

5.2 Councils Using Special 
Rates 

Many Councils have found that using the special 
rates provision in the Local Government Act 2020 
to implement a levy for main street promotion and 
development is an effective way to support local 
traders.  

Data from Mainstreet Australia is shown in Table 
14.  
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Table 14: Count of LGAs with a Special Rates Scheme  

LGA Scheme 

Alpine Shire 1 

Ballarat 1 

Banyule  11 

Boroondara 8 

Brimbank 2 

Darebin 4 

Glen Eira 3 

Greater Geelong  1 

Kingston 1 

Maroondah  2 

Mildura Rural City  1 

Monash  1 

Moonee Valley  4 

Moreland  2 

Mornington Peninsula 6 

Nillumbik 3 

Port Phillip 3 

Stonnington  5 

Swan Hill Rural City  1 

Whitehorse 2 

Whittlesea 3 

Yarra 1 

Yarra Ranges  2 

Greater Melbourne 63 

Regional Victoria 5 

TOTAL 68 

Source:  Mainstreet Austra lia,  2020 
 

In summary:  

 Twenty-three councils around Victoria (~30% 
of all Victorian councils) use the special rates 
power to assist in raising a fund for 
collaborative marketing for specified main 
streets.  

 A total of 68 main streets are supported 
through this mechanism.  

 The scheme raised $11.4m in 2019-20, with 
an additional $2.8m contributed by 
participating local governments.  

 According to Mainstreet Australia, the 
scheme is estimated to have generated 
$140m in economic activity on those main 
streets.  

 

Discussions with stakeholders, including officers 
from a selection of local governments (both with 
and without a scheme in place) found that:  

 Levies are considered an effective way to 
raise funds to help attract more investment 
and visitors to main streets through 
“collaborative marketing”. They are 
recognised for having increased turnover, 
improved public safety (through more 
footfall), and even increased property 
values. 

 It can be politically difficult to build support 
for the introduction of a scheme.  Although 
the Local Government Act provides the 
legislative mandate for Councils to introduce 
special rates, local policy or stakeholders can 
influence how easy it is to introduce them.  
In one case, a council had started the 
process to introduce a scheme but only if it 
had a supermajority of support amongst 
potential ratepayers, which it could not 
achieve.  Anecdotally, at least, this was due 
to a minority of vocal stakeholders (property 
owners or business operators) arguing 
against the scheme on the basis that 
marketing efforts are best implemented 
individually, or that council should fund 
these types of efforts anyway. 

 Once implemented, stakeholders have 
suggested they are relatively easy to retain. 
This is because traders quickly recognise 
their value. There is good evidence for this 
as 75% of the schemes have been rolled over 
for 20 or more years.  

 They require effective leadership, council 
champions and the business community to 
ensure their success. In particular, an 
effective business association and a 
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professional centre coordinator are key 
requirements for success. 

 

Previous research for Banyule City Council (Nott & 
Geografia, 2018), which has 11 centres with 
special rates schemes, suggests that the schemes 
had a Benefit-Cost Ratio (BCR) of at least 2.1 for 
the general community.23 This means they are an 
effective means of delivering economic value.  

Policies that may make special rates easier to 
introduce and maintain would be useful, and could 
include: 

 Promoting the success of special rate schemes 
to improve acceptance of this means of 
funding collective organisation 

 Reducing the administrative burden by, for 
example, extending the timeframe of the 
scheme’s operation  

 Improving and standardising the rate-setting 
and renewal process 

In summary, then, the schemes can be challenging 
to start, but once going are well supported and 
highly effective.  

Figure 10 shows the distribution of these schemes 
around the State.  

 

 

 

 
Figure  10: Victorian LGAs With a Current Main Street Focused Specia l Rate Scheme  

Source: Geograf ia, 202 0 

 
23 BCRs above 1.0 are generally considered a worthwhile investment.  
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6.0 The Case for Investment in Main Streets 
Main streets have been driven by competitive pressures to reinvent themselves, 
which many have done. Their success has been due to a mix of supply-side 
interventions such as the assistance of a well-organised local traders’ association, the 
council and, in some cases, the physical amenity of the main street itself (e.g. heritage 
buildings); and demand-side trends, including the growing enthusiasm for local and 
walkable precincts. In the emerging economic downturn, the community hub function 
of main streets will be increasingly valuable to communities that are now more likely 
to stay local. And with growing pressure to be more environmentally sustainable, 
main streets are well placed to deliver on this. They are arguably more sustainable, 
more inclusive and more resilient than any other similar urban form.  

6.1 The Merits of Main Streets
The case for new investment in main streets can 
be made on several fronts, but fundamentally, 
they are important for the economy, the 
community and the environment. In all three 
domains, there are serious sustainability 
challenges, and main streets can contribute to 
building resilience.  

THE ECONOMIC IMPORTANCE 

1. At least up until the shock induced by the 
2020 lockdown, main streets accounted for 
11.7% of Victoria’s jobs.24 If main streets 
were an industry sector, they would be 
Victoria’s second-largest. 

2. The jobs in main streets range from highly 
paid health and professional services to 
entry-level jobs in retailing and hospitality. 
A more than proportionate share of the 
population has started their working life in 
main streets. 

3. As estimated in this report, main streets 
contribute $50.05 billion to the Gross State 
Product, 12% of the total. 

 
24 These figures exclude Melbourne’s CBD, arguably Victoria’s largest main street. 

4. Main street centres are key visitor 
attractions in Melbourne’s suburbs and 
tourist areas across the state, from seaside 
promenades to alpine villages. They are 
vital components of Victoria’s 
attractiveness and host a wide range of 
visitor infrastructure. 

5. Main streets have an important function as 
business incubators, with the lower-cost 
space in many main streets allowing 
entrepreneurs to test new products and 
business formats. Many of the nation’s 
largest companies began life in a single 
outlet on a Victorian main street.  

6. Even though there has been a small 
relative decline in some key sectors such as 
retailing, main streets have been able to 
provide a home for growing sectors such as 
cafés and restaurants, recreation, health 
and professional services. 

THE COMMUNITY IMPORTANCE 

1. Main streets provide the most accessible 
community hubs for the delivery of 
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services – 90% of Victorians live within  
10km of a main street. 

2. Main streets accommodate a wide range of 
community and social services, including 
hospitals, tertiary education campuses, 
religious buildings and community centres. 

3. They provide a meeting place for the whole 
community and are a key source of 
community contact. 

4. Main streets are often the focus of 
community identify, providing the face of 
the community to visitors and the outside 
world. 

5. Many main streets host heritage buildings 
and places that are the living history of 
their communities.  

6. Many main streets also host activities – 
galleries, museums, cinemas, performance 
spaces, hotels etc. – that provide the 
cultural life of the community. 

7. The COVID-19 experience has shown that 
distributed, multi-function service centres, 
as provided by main streets, are vital for 
community resilience. These centres have 
allowed community life to continue despite 
the severe restrictions imposed during the 
pandemic response. 

THE ENVIRONMENTAL IMPORTANCE 

1. The multi-functional nature of main streets 
encourages multi-purpose trip making and 
reduces time and energy spent travelling by 
vehicle. 

2. Because of their accessibility by foot, cycle 
and public transport, main streets encourage 
fewer trips by private vehicle, increasing 
urban efficiency and reducing carbon 
emissions and overall resource use, which is 
an essential part of ensuring we can sustain 
our economy. 

3. The capacity to creatively reuse main street 
buildings is evident in the abundance of 
older and heritage building stock. In most 
situations, it is far more resource-efficient to 
reuse building resources, and the reuse of 
materials will be increasingly essential going 

forward as we confront the reality of 
needing to reduce our ecological footprint.  

4. Because of the wide range of existing 
community infrastructure in main streets, 
further investment is cost-effective and 
efficient. 

5. Public open spaces in and around many main 
streets provide urban respite and semi-
natural green spaces that allow for 
socialising and helps with mental health for 
centre users. 

ADOPTION OF MAIN STREET FORMS 

The value of main streets is explicitly recognised. 
They are popular places to shop, and many are 
promoted as tourism destinations.  

But this value is also implicitly recognised. Most 
main streets have developed organically over 
many decades. This layering of development, 
activity and renewal has created a set of 
characteristics that now influence the planning of 
new centres in growth areas, becoming a 
benchmark for human-scale, sustainable 
development. Many new retail and commercial 
developments now seek to replicate the 
characteristics of main streets, which includes:   

 Space for a broad range of activities 
including community services and civic 
spaces as well as retailing 

 A permeable urban form with streets that 
encourage access by pedestrians and cyclists 

 Public transport connections 

 Potential for housing and office activities, 
especially in upper floors 

 Secondary spaces to allow service activities 
(identified as small local enterprise precincts 
in some precinct structure plans).  

6.2 Key Challenges 
Despite their advantages, main streets also face 
some significant challenges, including:  
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1. The growth of online retailing and other 
services, as well as automation of some 
service processes, has reduced demand for 
space in activity centres including main 
streets. While there has been growth in 
other service sectors (cafés and restaurants, 
recreational activities, health and 
professional services), automation, and the 
provision of online services will continue to 
grow. Main streets must continue to evolve 
to accommodate new activities but preserve 
their roles as community hubs and business 
incubators. 

2. Competition from hardtop centres and other 
stand-alone large-format retailers and 
service providers will continue, with the 
potential to reduce the market share of the 
independent traders that are typical of main 
street centres. In response, main streets 
must continue to emphasise their strengths: 

3. Environmental sustainability of buildings and 
business operations will become more and 
more important, in legislation and consumer 
decisions. Retro-fitting a disparate variety of 
buildings and outlets for sustainability will 
prove challenging. Programs are needed that 
make the necessary changes easy and cost-
effective. Innovation-driven by legislation is 
likely to be required. 

6.3 The Future 
Main streets have unique strengths that align with 
some of the key objectives of the global 
sustainability goals for cities: resilience, 
sustainability, safety and inclusiveness (Johnson, 
2020). Together with the success factors that are 
recognised as having helped develop thriving main 
streets, we can map out a pathway for their 
future.  

THE STRENGTHS 

The following strengths are widely understood to 
be common to most main streets:  

1. Their ‘local-ness’ and accessibility, both in 
terms of their distribution and physical 

accessibility, but also their inclusiveness and 
the provision of public spaces available to 
anyone.  

2. Their multi-functional nature, and how they 
provide a diversity of building spaces for 
different and new enterprises.  

3. Their resilience in the face of inevitable 
economic and social change evident in their 
capacity to adapt.  

4. Their ability to offer something different 
from the corporate centres. 

5. The lower costs of operation compared with 
hardtop centres. 

6. The collective investment in the centre’s 
success, including public infrastructure and 
open space. 

7. The unique aspects of each centre, including 
heritage buildings, beautiful streetscapes 
and visitor services. 

8. Their potential for having a relatively low 
ecological footprint and therefore, their 
sustainability.  

SUCCESS FACTORS 

The consultation has found at least five success 
factors common to thriving main streets:  

1. Effective traders’ organisations encourage 
businesses to have a collective voice in 
negotiations with councils and other bodies 
such as VicRoads and other infrastructure 
providers. For most main streets, a traders’ 
organisation that is focussed on the activity 
centre will work most effectively. 

2. Committed and well-resourced Council units 
are required that can advocate for main 
streets within Council and which can liaise 
with and assist traders’ organisations. 

3. Active centre marketing and management 
are needed, particularly considering the 
competition from well-funded single-owner 
centres. This requires sufficient resources 
and effective collaboration between traders’ 
associations and the local Council. 



 

 
The Value of Victoria’s Main Streets  |  Report   |  45 

4. Where Council does not fund the marketing 
and management directly, a special rate levy 
can be used to generate sufficient funds for 
collective action. The stakeholders in the 
case study centres examined in this report 
have suggested that centres need to be of a 
certain size (probably 200+ traders) before a 
special rate generates sufficient funds for 
worthwhile marketing and management. 
However, experience from other centres, 
such as those in Banyule, has suggested that 
special rates in smaller centres can produce 
valuable centre management activities, 
albeit at a smaller or part-time scale. 

5. An active and experienced centre manager is 
a significant asset for any main street. Such a 
person provides coordination to rival what is 
provided in corporate centres but also 
emotional and business support to individual 
traders. 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

Taking into consideration the strengths, the 
critical success factors, and the challenges ahead, 
there are eight policy implications to consider:  

1. Continued public and private investment in 
main streets is warranted as these activity 
centres provide a wide range of social, 
economic and environmental benefits that 
are different from, and more wide-ranging 
than, those in other types of centres. 

2. Improvements are required in the ease with 
which special rates for marketing and centre 
management are levied. This appears to 
require using the existing legislation as it 
stands, without imposing further localised 
requirements about high levels of support in 
votes of property owners. 

3. Assistance to traders, including in the 
formation of traders’ organisations, where 
these do not already exist, will encourage 
effective self-management of main street 
centres.  

 
25 For example, rather than blunt measures such as GRP, we can use surveys to document economic and community health indicators. Additionally, 
as one stakeholder suggested, measure business longevity and turnover to identify the right level of churn that defines resilience.  

4. Programs to assist building owners and 
traders in improving their environmental 
performance will need to be tailored to the 
particular circumstances of main streets, 
with their disparate building types and 
ownership patterns. 

5. It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that 
there will be a major revaluation of 
commercial properties if property demand 
continues to decline. If rents do not respond 
smoothly in line with demand, there will be 
pressure on activity operators to relocate to 
cheaper properties outside existing activity 
centres. A managed decline would be 
preferable to ensure that activities remain in 
centres rather than disperse. Property 
owners would need to be persuaded to 
trade-off declines in asset values against 
higher levels of occupation. This will require 
maintenance of strong activity centre 
policies at State and local levels as well as 
action on taxation and other incentives at 
State and Commonwealth levels. Until this 
can occur, large-scale private sector 
reinvestment in main street properties that 
have reached the end of their useful life will 
be sparse. In this case, the burden of 
ensuring that main streets remain attractive 
will fall on the public sector.  

6. Main streets are far better suited to the 
policy ideal of living locally and sustainably 
than other centre types. Developing and 
agreeing on an effective set of metrics to 
illustrate this may go some way to 
demonstrating this point.25 

7. Council support for main streets in planning 
and activity centres policies is required. Such 
policies should continue to identify main 
streets as the key hubs for community 
development and interaction, and this 
should be backed with continued council 
investment. 

8. Council support for economic development 
and investment attraction efforts are also 
likely to be required for most centres.    
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By having both an awareness, and a robust 
quantitative measure, of the strengths of main 
streets, and by considering the success factors, 
policies can be developed that build on main 
streets and leverage their capacity to become 
significant assets within local and regional 
economies.  

6.4 Concluding Statement 
The 698 main streets across Victoria employ 
390,000 people and generate $50.05 billion in 
GRP. Main streets are more accessible to more 
Victorians than any other type of service precinct. 
They are open to innovation in commercial 
activity, including startups; and diverse in what 
they offer to visitors, businesses and the 
community. And they do this in a relatively 
environmentally sustainable manner. In summary, 
Victoria’s main streets are sustainable, inclusive 
and resilient. 
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8.0 Appendix 

8.1 Identifying and Measuring Main Streets 
Identifying and measuring Victorian main streets involved: 

1. Establishing a set of parameters for a minimum threshold for a main street. In this case, we defined 
main streets as locations where there was a strip of mixed-use (retail, commercial and office) along 
the roadway, with a minimum lot count of eight. Land also needed to be zoned appropriately (e.g. 
Commercial, Mixed-Use, Township, Activity Centre, etc.). This meant that some very small precincts 
(e.g. three to four shops, including a café) were not included in the analysis.  

2. Overlaying the preliminary sites with lot parcel data to refine land use type further and exclude 
incorrectly identified sites. To do this, the physical parameters of land parcels were used to train 
the clustering algorithm. Lot parcels greater than 3,500 sqm were manually investigated for 
potential exclusion as they typically accommodated activities that were judged not to be part of the 
actual main street activity (e.g. a Bunnings, or shopping centre nearby or an education facility such 
as a high school or university) This process was undertaken as a qualitative and iterative exercise.  

3. Establishing a buffer around each site (Figure 11). This ensured adjoining non-residential land (e.g. 
for schools, vacant or industrial lots) were excluded from the floorspace measure. It also assisted in 
merging sites that were only superficially separated, but effectively acted as a single main street. In 
the absence of this step, almost every relevant parcel would be its own main street.  

4. Further manual work to identify and remove anomalous sites. The characteristics of the anomalies 
found were then used to refine the algorithm further, which was re-run. The primary way 
anomalies were identified was through filtering out large lot parcels (on the basis that they may 
accommodate non-conforming uses) and investigating the type of activity found. Typical anomalies 
were large vacant parcels or single-level car parks.  

5. Estimating floorspace from the lot size aggregates using a simple metric of floorspace to lot ratios 
for different floorspace types (i.e. 0.9 for retail, 0.8 for office and 0.6 for other).  

6. Approximating the split of floorspace into retail, office and other using location data of ~500,000 
Victorian businesses along main streets. That is the count of business by location (available at DZN 
level). This was used to estimate the proportion of businesses by type in each main street.  

7. Converting business count to floorspace share, the employment count for these businesses 
(derived from ABS data in the industry by type and employment size for each LGA) was multiplied 
with FTE/sqm ratios for retail, office and other of 30, 20 and 40 respectively. This created a 
weighting to apply to the estimations derived from step 6.  

8. Recalculating floorspace within main street sites and aggregated by administrative boundaries. This 
enabled the estimation of floorspace by floorspace type for each LGA and individual main street.  

9. To count major retailers and other service providers located on main streets, a data extraction code 
was compiled. This extracted geospatial data from various websites relating to retail location. 
However, this code was only applied to sites and datasets where it was clear the data was freely 
available for use.   
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Figure  11: Buffer ing Main Streets 

Source: Geograf ia, 202 0 

8.2 Identifying and Measuring Main Streets 
The analysis of online spend uses historical data from Spendmapp (see spendmapp.com.au). Data is taken 
from suburbs encompassing 34 significant Victorian main streets and categories are selected to represent 
the full suite of enterprises found on main streets, rather than just ‘retail’. The categories are Grocery Stores 
& Supermarkets; Personal Services; Professional Services; Specialised and Luxury Goods, and Specialised 
Food Retailing.  

8.3 Economic Value of Main Streets 
Employment and GRP of Victorian main streets were estimated as follows: 

1. Base employment data was sourced from the 2016 Census Place of Work data by Industry of 
Employment at the DZN-geography level.  

2. Attributing jobs in a given DZN to main streets was done using a proportional distribution of jobs. 
This involved taking the average of three different methods below. The methods all drew from the 
same job count. The count was based on a review of the jobs by industry at the four-digit ANZSIC 
industry group level. This ensured in industries not typically associated with main streets were not 
excluded. The Divisions broadly assigned to each of the three categories are shown in Table 15. 
Note, this review was also used in relevant steps for the quantitative floorspace calculation 
(specifically, the allocation of businesses from the 4-digit ABR listings). 
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Table 15: Constituents of Retail, Office and Other Industry Divisions 

Retail Office Other 

Accommodation & Food Services Professional, Scientific & Technical 
Services Agriculture, Forestry & Fishing 

Retail Trade Personal Services Mining 

 Finance & Insurance Services Manufacturing 

 Health Care & Social Assistance Construction 

 Rental, Hiring & Real Estate Services 
Electricity, Gas, Water and Waste 
Services 

 Arts & Recreation Transport, Postal & Warehousing 

 Information, Media & 
Telecommunications Services Wholesale Trade 

 Administrative & Support Services  

 Public Administration & Safety  

 

3. Three methods were used to count jobs in the DZNs that could be assumed to be within the main 
street precinct: 

i. All jobs in a DZN with a main street were assumed to be located in the main street. 

ii. If the given DZN has both a main street and shopping centre, jobs were allocated based on 
the proportion of main street floorspace area (calculated in the GIS work) compared with 
the shopping centre floorspace. 

iii. To account for jobs not contained within defined main street areas, the ABS Meshblock 
data for Commercial, Education, Industrial and Medical/Health land areas were used to 
allocate jobs (the ABS Commercial Area being the proxy for main streets). 

4. To validate the estimated job share by floorspace type figures, the ratios between floorspace type 
estimate and job by floorspace type estimate were calculated and then compared with two 
‘industry standards’ for these ratios (Table 16).  

 

Table 16: Floorspace/Job (sqm/job) 

Type This study ‘Standard 1’ ‘Standard 2’ 

Retail 34 30 35 

Office 18.5 20 30 

Other 35 40 65 
Note, floorspace-job ratios are widely used and are generally in the range described here. The original benchmarks came from the 
1991 ABS Census and have not been comprehensively updated through a similar scale exercise since then. This means there is very 

little empirical evidence that they still apply. Industry experts consulted during this study claim they should not be considered overly 
reliable measures to estimate jobs from floorspace (or vice versa) as there are too many confounding variables.  
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5. The averaged employment estimates were then escalated to 2017-18 using SA4-level Department 
of Employment Industry Forecasts. 

6. The estimate was subsequently used to calibrate a 2017-18 Input-Output Economic Model. This 
treated main street employment areas as pseudo-small area geographies. From this, we derived 
Gross Regional Product contribution and Total Employment (including indirect jobs).  

7. The final GRP reported is an average of the three methods.  

8. As ABS data was used in the analysis, the ABS estimate of Victorian GSP ($423billion) was used, 
rather than the Victorian Department of Treasury and Finance estimate.  

8.4 Main Streets as Visitor Destinations 
A sample of 34 LGA was used for the macro analysis of spending patterns and a subset of 12 main streets to 
investigate more detailed matters. Expenditure data was taken from unpublished Geografia data for the 2019 
calendar year (to exclude the effects of the movement restrictions imposed by the State Government in 
2020). The analysis was undertaken for visitors to the LGA and the catchments of the main streets in the LGA 
to compare the results. To analyse the spending by residents and visitors, two methods were applied.  

1. An investigation of spending by visitors to the municipality in which the sample main street was 
located. The purpose of this was to demonstrate to local governments the value of main streets in 
attracting non-residents to spend with the municipality’s traders. This is an important economic 
development objective for local governments, as it clearly shows how investing in main streets 
brings in ‘export revenue’.  

2. An investigation of spending by visitors to the catchment area of the main streets. The objective 
was to demonstrate the value of main streets to the State’s tourism industry. In this analysis, the 
municipal boundary was ignored. Catchments were defined as those contiguous geographical areas 
in which 80% of all spending was drawn. To smooth the boundary, a limit of 25 minutes driving 
time was fixed. Driving time was estimated using network analysis, in which variable road speeds 
were used based on Google workday travel times.  

8.5 Expenditure Categories 
In analysing some aspects of spending habits in Australia, and particularly in Victorian main streets, the 
analysis drew on a pre-existing, confidential bank transaction database held by Geografia. The data compiles 
transactions by location (destination, or merchant location) and place of origin of the cardholder (origin), 
time, and expenditure category. Of the 15 expenditure categories, six were evaluated as they best represent 
the range of goods and services available in Victorian main streets. This was verified by examining a sample 
of 34 main streets in Victoria (with a combined annual expenditure averaging $150 billion) to identify the 
dominant categories (i.e. those that made up 80% of all spending). These categories were:  

1. Dining & Entertainment (cafés, bars, restaurants etc.);  

2. Discount Department Stores, Clothing and Textiles (including clothing and shoe stores);  

3. Grocery Stores & Supermarkets;  

4. Personal Services (e.g. hairdressers, dry cleaners, health and beauty spas);  

5. Specialised Food Retailing (butchers, bakeries, chocolate shops etc.); and  

6. Specialised & Luxury Goods (jewellery shops, bicycle shops, hobby stores, etc.).  
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Although ‘bricks and mortar’ Professional Services spending (outside of Melbourne CBD) is predominantly 
occurring in main street destinations, this was also excluded on advice from Mainstreet Australia. Moreover, 
in most locations, at least 50% of this spending is now online and can, therefore, be considered aspatial.  

8.6 Categorising Metropolitan and Major Activity Centres 
Table 17 and Table 18 provide an assessment of the centre type of existing Metropolitan Activity Centres 
and Major Activity Centres, as identified in Plan Melbourne. 

 

Table 17: Metropolitan Activity Centres – Centre Type 

Metropolitan Activity 
Centres 

Mainly 
main 
street Hybrid 

Mainly 
large 

format 

Dandenong  •   
Footscray •     
Fountain Gate-Narre 
Warren     • 
Epping     • 
Sunshine   •   
Ringwood     • 
Broadmeadows     • 
Box Hill   •   
Frankston   •   

 

Table 18: Major Activity Centres – Centre Type 

Major Activity Centres 
Mainly 
main street Hybrid 

Mainly 
large 
format 

Balaclava •     
Carlton-Lygon Street •     
Fitzroy-Brunswick Street •     
Fitzroy - Smith Street •     
Port Melbourne-Bay Street •     
Richmond-Swan Street •     
Richmond-Bridge Road •     
Richmond-Victoria Street •     
South Melbourne •     
St Kilda •     
Bentleigh •     
Brighton-Bay Street •     
Brighton-Church Street •     
Camberwell Junction •     
Carnegie •     
Caulfield •     
Chadstone     • 
Elsternwick •     
Glenhuntly •     
Hampton •     
Hawthorn-Glenferrie Road •     
Kew Junction •     
Malvern/Armadale •     
Prahran/South Yarra •     

Major Activity Centres 
Mainly 
main street Hybrid 

Mainly 
large 
format 

Sandringham •     
Toorak Village •     
Airport West     • 
Altona •     
Altona North     • 
Ascot Vale-Union Road •     
Braybrook-Central West     • 
Brimbank Central     • 
Caroline Springs   •   
Deer Park •     
Flemington-Racecourse Road •     
Hoppers Crossing     • 
Manor Lakes     • 
Maribyrnong-Highpoint     • 
Melton-Woodgrove     • 
Moonee Ponds •     
Niddrie-Keilor Road •     
North Essendon •     
Point Cook   •  
St Albans •     
Sydenham     • 
Tarneit     • 
Werribee •     
Werribee Plaza     • 
Williams Landing     • 
Williamstown •     
Brunswick •     
Coburg •     
Craigieburn     • 
Craigieburn Town Centre     • 
Diamond Creek   •   
Eltham •     
Gladstone Park     • 
Glenroy •     
Greensborough   •   
Heidelberg •     
Ivanhoe •     
Mernda   •  
Northcote   •   
Preston-High Street •     
Preston-Northland     • 
Reservoir •     
Roxburgh Park     • 
South Morang     • 
Sunbury •     
Bayswater   •   
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Major Activity Centres 
Mainly 
main street Hybrid 

Mainly 
large 
format 

Boronia •     
Brandon Park     • 
Burwood East-Tally Ho     • 
Burwood Heights     • 
Chirnside Park     • 
Clayton   •   
Croydon •     
Doncaster East-The Pines     • 
Doncaster Hill     • 
Forest Hill Chase     • 
Glen Waverley     • 
Lilydale   •   
Mount Waverley •     
Mountain Gate     • 
Nunawading   •   
Oakleigh •     
Rowville-Stud Park     • 
Wantirna South-Knox Central   • 
Berwick •     

Major Activity Centres 
Mainly 
main street Hybrid 

Mainly 
large 
format 

Casey Central     • 
Chelsea •     
Cheltenham •     
Cheltenham-Southland     • 
Cranbourne   •   
Endeavour Hills     • 
Hampton Park •     
Hastings •     
Karingal     • 
Keysborough-Parkmore     • 
Mentone •     
Moorabbin •     
Mordialloc •     
Mornington   •   
Noble Park •     
Pakenham   •   
Rosebud •     
Springvale •     

8.7 Interviews 
As well as background research, consultation was undertaken to inform this study. This involved:  

1. Three case studies based on discussions with representatives of local traders’ associations or 
chambers of commerce and the local governments.  

2. In the absence of a comprehensive survey of all local governments (conducted by Mainstreet 
Australia before the 2011 study), a selection of councils were contacted to canvas views on the 
changing conditions and trends in main streets, clarify issues that had emerged in the research and 
discuss the use of special rates provisions for raising a levy for main streets.  

3. Three expert consultants based in Victoria were consulted. These discussions focused on the 
usefulness of current methods of estimating floorspace and job count by location and on 
opportunities for improving this effort in the absence of access to comprehensive data.  

CASE STUDIES 

1. Camberwell Centre 

 Camberwell Centre Association 

 Boroondara City Council 

2. Swan Hill CBD 

 Swan Hill Inc 

 Swan Hill Rural City Council 

3. Werribee City Centre 

 Wyndham City Council 

 Werribee Business and Tourism Association 
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OTHER DISCUSSIONS & CONTRIBUTIONS 

1. Alpine Shire Council 

2. Brimbank City Council  

3. City of Greater Dandenong 

4. Glen Eira City Council 

5. Greater Geelong City Council 

6. Hume City Council 

7. Indigo Shire Council 

8. Kingston City Council 

9. Knox City Council 

10. Independent consultation (property 
development) 

11. Independent consultant (retail and 
commercial development) 

12. Small Business Victoria 

13. Independent consultant (land use 
economics) 

14. Manningham Council 

15. Maroondah City Council  

16. Melton City Council 

17. City of Monash 

18. Mornington Peninsula Shire Council 

19. Southern Grampians Shire Council 

20. City of Stonnington 

21. Wyndham City Council 

22. Yarra Ranges Council 

23. Members of the Mainstreet Australia 
Committee  

 


