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Abstract This paper seeks to identify the key aspects of the evolution of Meeniyan town 
centre from 2000 through to February 2020. It explores particular events and activities 
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and studies and through a series of one-on-one interviews with members of the Meeniyan 
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INTRODUCTION
The author has been a regular visitor to 
and part-time resident of South Gippsland 
over the past 30 years. Over this time, he 
has watched how Meeniyan has evolved 
into a successful, attractive and vibrant 
town with a reputation for quality goods 
and services, gourmet food and music.

Meeniyan is a small township which in 
2016 had a population of 771. It is located 
on the South Gippsland Highway, 135km 
south-east of Melbourne. The South 
Gippsland Highway provides the main 
traffic route from Melbourne to South 
Gippsland and to Wilsons Promontory 
National Park, a major Victorian tourist 
destination. Meeniyan lies between the 
larger towns of Leongatha (population 
5,119) to the west and Foster (population 
1,164) to the east (see Figure 1). It is part 
of a chain of small, traditionally farming 
communities located along the former 
South Gippsland Railway line and the 
South Gippsland Highway. The railway 
closed in 1987 and has been transformed 

into the 78km Great Southern Rail 
Trail which now links the towns from 
Leongatha to Meeniyan and beyond.

Figure 1: Locational map of Meeniyan

Source: South Gippsland Shire Council
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This paper explores how the small 
rural community of Meeniyan has 
managed to create a thriving, attractive, 
inviting environment for itself, while also 
attracting visitors, investors, businesses and 
musical performers from across Australia 
and beyond. Importantly, how it has 
achieved this evolution while maintaining 
its essential character. Tractors, livestock 
lorries and tankers still trundle through 
the main street along with their rural 
odours and the mud and manure that they 
sometimes leave on the bitumen. The 
local community still has easy access to 
essential local supplies, be they groceries, 
nails, metal or hay, and can still visit the 
community hall, hotel, community shop 
or post office.

In particular the paper investigates:

• How the community has achieved this 
success without fast food chains or a 
major tourism attraction;

• How the community has embraced 
and, in the main, supported this 
evolution while maintaining the essence 
of Meeniyan as a rural township;

• Who or what has led the evolution;
• What lessons can be learnt from 

Meeniyan’s experiences.

It looks in detail at how Meeniyan has 
changed over the last 20 years, from 
2000 to 2020. When commencing the 
preparation of the paper, the author had 
no idea of what dramatic local and world 
events were about to unfold and what a 
significant impact they would have on 
the town. Meeniyan was first affected, 
indirectly, by the Victorian bushfires of 
November 2019 (being considered as 
part of the broader Gippsland region) 
and five months later, along with the 
rest of Australia and the world, by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic 
basically closed down Meeniyan and all 
other towns in Australia in March 2020. 

This paper looks at Meeniyan as it was in 
February 2020, that is, pre-COVID-19.

The ability to write this story is a 
testament to the local community’s and 
businesses’ love for and commitment to 
their town. Only where the community 
has such passion could a monthly 
community newsletter be accessed, 
passionately and voluntarily produced 
for the past 30 years. The Meeniyan 
Newsletter provided information about 
every event, activity, triumph and failure, 
the businesses that have operated in 
Meeniyan, an appreciation of the local 
personalities and the array of committees 
that exist.1 Beyond the newsletter, local 
residents, businesses and property owners 
provided great support. They supplied 
lists and verbal information on the who, 
how, when and where of Meeniyan. As I 
listened, read, researched and took notes, 
my admiration grew for the community 
and its commitment and desire to drive 
Meeniyan forward. It also made me, as 
an urban planner, rethink many of my 
beliefs about the ingredients of success for 
a town.

MEENIYAN AND ITS TOWN CENTRE

Meeniyan
Meeniyan (see Figure 2) and its 
surroundings had a population of 771 in 
2016. Population figures for Meeniyan 
are calculated according to two different 
boundaries. One reflects the actual 
urban area and the other includes the 
urban area and the surrounding rural/
residential fringe. The population of the 
urban area has, in the period 2011 to 
2016, remained fairly static; the urban 
area and surrounding areas, however, 
shows a significant growth rate of 19.3 per 
cent over the same five-year period. This 
growth rate demonstrates the attractiveness 
and desirability of Meeniyan in recent 
years (see Figure 3).
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Population boundary 2011 2016

Meeniyan township* 440 451
Meeniyan and surroundings** 646 771

Figure 3:  *DELWP towns in time population 
projections; **ABS Census figures

Source: Vic.Gov.AU2/ABS Census figures3

The South Gippsland Shire Council 
worked with the local community 
to develop a Community Plan for 
Meeniyan in 2011.4 This plan outlined 
a range of actions and initiatives that the 
Council would work to achieve with the 
community. Twenty-eight community 
groups and 18 sporting groups were 
identified. The key assets of the town 
were identified as: sporting facilities, 
Meeniyan Hall, art and craft stores and 
galleries, trees in the main street, vibrant 
community attitude, and small and 
friendly education facilities.

The projects and areas identified were: 
liveability, natural and built environment, 
engaging youth, town infrastructure, 

tourism and business growth. Importantly, 
in regards to the focus of this paper, the 
specific initiatives included in the business 
growth area were the establishment of a 
community bank, retaining the pharmacy, 
re-establishing the town’s supermarket 
(the supermarket had burnt down prior to 
the Community Plan being prepared) and 
enhancing the art gallery.

Meeniyan town centre
Meeniyan town centre (see Figure 4) 
is located on either side of Whitelaw 
Street (South Gippsland Highway). It is 
comprised of around 30 business premises, 
community facilities and a couple of 
remaining residences. The business mix 
for both 2000 and 2020 are shown in 
Figure 5. Information for 2020 was 
derived from a site visit by the author 
and 2000 was derived from business 
advertisements in the Meeniyan Newsletter 
and discussions with locals.

Figure 2: Aerial view of Meeniyan 2018

Source: KenSpencePhotography
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Over the 20-year period very little 
expansion has occurred in the town 
centre, with very little change in the 
overall the number of business operating. 
The most significant developments 
in the town centre have been the 
rebuilding of the supermarket, on the 
same site following a fire in 2009, the 
construction of new, larger premises for 
the Pandesal Bakery, and the remodelling 
and expansion of the premises adjacent 
to the art gallery to create the Meeniyan 
Square development accommodating the 

Meeniyan Pantry and Cellar and other 
retail outlets.

Analysis of the business advertisements 
in the Meeniyan Newsletter reveals that 
some 71 businesses have operated in the 
town centre at some time during the 
20 years. Businesses that were in the 
town centre in 2000 and remained until 
February 2020 included the supermarket 
(albeit in new premises), post office, 
hairdresser, Meeniyan Hall, preschool, 
hotel/motel, police station, chemist, 
newsagents and a petrol station.

Figure 4: Meeniyan town centre during the 2018 Garlic Festival

Source: KenSpencePhotography

Activity 2020 2000 Activity 2020 2000

Supermarket 1 1 Police station 1 1
Post office 1 1 Farm/industrial supplies 2 2
Hairdresser 1 2 Sculpture shop 1 0
Art gallery 1 0 Chemist 1 1
Meeniyan Hall 1 1 Medical specialist 1 1
Preschool 1 1 Professional service 5 1
Bakery/food/cafes/takeway 4 3 Discount variety 1 1
Community shop 1 0 Arts, crafts, antiques 2 2
Jeweller 1 0 Newsagents 1 1
Clothing 2 1 Milk bar 0 2
Hotel/motel 1 1 Hardware 0 1
Restaurants 2 0 Plant nursery 0 1

Roadhouse/petrol station 1 2

Figure 5: Meeniyan business mix

Source: Information derived from the Meeniyan Newsletter and the author
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The biggest turnover appears to have 
occurred in the cafes and takeaway food 
businesses. Twenty-one such businesses 
have operated in the town over the 20 
years, many in the same premises.

The Council prepared a Structure 
Plan for Meeniyan in 2013.5 It estimated 
that there was approximately 1,750 sq.m 
of retail space in the town, 400 sq.m of 
which was taken up by the supermarket. 
Approximately 26 per cent of the total 
retail space in the town centre comprises 
non-commercial uses.6

The Structure Plan identified a future 
vision for Meeniyan:

‘Meeniyan is committed to remaining a 
desirable and liveable town of quality that 
provides for the needs of all its residents 
and visitors whilst retaining the small-
town atmosphere and spirit. Meeniyan will 
continue to welcome new cultures and age 
groups, and to encourage opportunities 
for all people to fulfil their potential. This 
includes a commitment to encouraging 
opportunities for the young people in 
entertainment, education, employment 
and exercise. It will continue to support 
the cultural and artistic ambience of the 
community. It will work to support the 
planned growth of the town, with a 
stronger commercial centre encouraging a 
relevant and suitable increase of necessary 
services and businesses to provide for the 
community.’7

The Structure Plan recommended that the 
commercial centre continue to be focused 
along both sides of the South Gippsland 
Highway generally between Geale and 
Ross Streets. In addition, it aimed to 
achieve the following:

• Strengthen the role of Meeniyan as an 
arts, music and food destination;

• Provision of new higher-quality 
boutique accommodation;

• Support outdoor dining and food 
produce retailing;

• Continue to strengthen the role of 
Meeniyan for regional retail services.

The Structure Plan does not identify any 
specific strategies or initiatives to achieve 
these objectives beyond recommending a 
re-zoning of land in the town centre to 
facilitate development.

The South Gippsland Shire Council 
has access to customer expenditure 
in its towns and the origin of the 
customer. For Meeniyan this shows that 
60 per cent of expenditure comes from 
beyond the Shire. Significantly many 
Melbourne metropolitan suburbs show 
up as the source of customer expenditure 
in Meeniyan. The top 20 origins of 
customers to Meeniyan in 2018–19 are 
given in Figure 6.

Rank Customer location Rank Customer location

1 Meeniyan (South Gippsland) 11 Koonwarra (South Gippsland)
2 Buffalo (South Gippsland) 12 Korumburra (South Gippsland)
3 Leongatha (South Gippsland) 13 Foster (South Gippsland)
4 Stony Creek (South Gippsland) 14 Yanakie (South Gippsland)
5 Inverloch (Regional Victoria) 15 Mirboo North (South Gippsland)
6 Dumbalk (South Gippsland) 16 Northcote (Metro Melbourne)
7 Fish Creek (South Gippsland) 17 Collingwood (Metro Melbourne)
8 Venus Bay (South Gippsland) 18 Kew (Metro Melbourne)
9 Traralgon (Regional Victoria) 19 Toora (Metro Melbourne)
10 Tarwin Lower (South Gippsland) 20 South Melbourne (Metro Melbourne)

Figure 6: Source of customers to Meeniyan 2018–19

Source: South Gippsland Shire Council
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Meeniyan town centre in February 2020
Meeniyan in February 2020 was a busy, 
thriving town with a very active and 
diverse main street. It is on the local, 
national and indeed international radar as 
a place well worth visiting. It is mentioned 
positively in travel journals such as Lonely 
Planet and its businesses have received 
glowing testimonials on Trip Advisor8 and 
other online travel blogs. It has regularly 
played host to national and international 
musical acts, who choose to add Meeniyan 
into their national tours. It has attracted 
business investment from far afield and its 
local restaurants attract custom from across 
Victoria. It hosts an annual Garlic Festival 
that attracted 10,000 visitors in 2018. It 
has a reputation for quality goods and 
services, local produce, speciality foods 
and artisan crafts.

‘The day you can order a turmeric latte 
in Meeniyan is the day you know country 
Victoria has come a long way. And here we 
are: this quality provedore stocks local craft 
beers, Loch gin and Prom Coast ice cream, 
and serves turmeric (and beetroot) lattes. 
Pies from the town bakery are the stuff 
of legend and it also serves locally roasted 
coffee.’9

‘Foodie Station

Sink your teeth into Gippsland’s outstanding 
local produce and pick up edible souvenirs 
for friends and family. Sample products and 
produce with a distinctly Gippsland bent 
at The Meeniyan Store or visit Meeniyan 
Pantry & Cellar for a huge range of 
premium wines and imported deli items.

Local restaurants Moo’s at Meeniyan 
and Trulli Woodfire Pizzeria raise the bar 
for local dining, while Pandesal Bakery 
specialises in artisanal sourdough loaves ideal 
for a lazy Sunday breakfast.’10

‘Garlic and nighttime revelry

The fertile soils surrounding Meeniyan 
are home to a community of premium 

garlic growers and each year in February 
Meeniyan explodes in a celebration of all 
things garlic — garlic beer, garlic ice cream 
and other intriguing delicacies.

During the summer months, stallholders, 
wine makers, musicians and foodies take 
over town for the Meeniyan Square night 
markets. Arrive on Friday afternoon and 
stay for an evening of diverse food, wine 
and live music.’11

THE EVOLUTION OF MEENIYAN 
2000–20
In order to assess the evolution of 
Meeniyan between 2000 and 2020, the 
key aspects of the town were reviewed 
and a series of one-on-one interviews 
was conducted with members of the 
business and residential community. The 
key aspects that appeared relevant, from 
research and interviews, to the successful 
evolution of the town are the businesses, 
the music and festivals, the community 
and the property owners and investors. 
These aspects are discussed in the 
following section.

The businesses
While Meeniyan town centre has had a 
relatively constant number of businesses 
over the years, it has generated additional 
custom and expanded its catchment 
through the ability of cafes, restaurants and 
specialist retailers to attract custom from 
further afield by establishing a reputation 
for Meeniyan as a quality food, product 
and service destination.

One of the oldest businesses still 
operating in Meeniyan in 2020 is Lacy 
Jewellery Studio. Philip and Danielle 
Lacy opened their studio in 2004. It is a 
workshop and retail space selling high-
quality fine gold and silver jewellery and a 
custom design and manufacturing service. 
The Lacys’ decision to open a business 
in Meeniyan was driven by their family 
history in the area and the fact that they 
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could rent a shop in the main street of 
a country town with sufficient passing 
traffic and proximity to major population 
centres at an affordable rent of AUD$50 
per month. The couple had recently 
returned from Europe with visions of 
establishing a boutique jewellery business 
based on the ones they had seen during 
their travels, but with very limited funds. 
They qualified for a ‘new enterprise 
assistance programme’ which supported 
them financially and provided essential 
knowledge of business planning. They 
ignored some local advice to minimise 
capital expenditure and instead sank all 
their funds into renovating the premises to 
create a gallery experience with the feel 
and image that they desired. They were 
adamant that they did not want to simply 
set up a traditional country jewellery shop.

Over the years they have expanded 
their premises and purchased the freehold 
from their landlord. Philip puts their 
success down to passion and product. Lacy 
Jewellery Gallery is now an essential part 
of the Meeniyan experience. The decision 
to open a boutique-style jewellery store 
in the rural township of Meeniyan was 
surprising for many; however, the store 
has grown to become a popular South 
Gippsland destination, drawing customers 
from Melbourne, interstate and overseas. 
It has helped to put Meeniyan on the 
map. The Lacys describe the businesses in 
the town centre as being in partnership 
rather than competition and believe the 
more businesses there are, the better. With 
this in mind, the Jewellery Gallery is open 
Sundays, not because they need to, but 
because they recognise the importance of 
the Sunday tourist trade to the town as a 
whole and want to play their part. They 
put the success of their business and the 
town down to the overwhelming passion 
of the local community, the commitment 
of the town to providing quality goods 
and exceptional, memorable experiences, 
and the fact that the vast majority of the 

community share a common vision for 
Meeniyan. This vision embraces change, 
diversity, quality and a self-help mentality 
that does not rely on others to solve 
problems.

Another influential business whose 
owner had an eye on establishing a 
restaurant with a regional catchment was 
Moo’s at Meeniyan. Moo’s was established 
in December 2009. It is owned and 
run by Marty ‘Moo’ Thomas, a larger-
than-life character who had previously 
run restaurants in Melbourne and on 
the Mornington Peninsula. Marty drove 
through Meeniyan on the way to look 
at a potential restaurant to purchase in 
Port Albert, an hour further to the east. 
He spotted a vacant premises for lease in 
Meeniyan, investigated it, and decided to 
make Meeniyan his home. The premises 
had previously been tried as a restaurant 
a couple of times with mixed success, but 
Marty’s flair, personality and willingness to 
totally embrace the Meeniyan community 
led to a very successful venture. The 
business aimed to set a new standard in 
food and customer service. This worked 
and it attracted custom from all over the 
region, becoming one of a very small 
number of successful evening restaurants 
in South Gippsland. In February 2020 
Moo’s employed 15 local people.

Marty has been instrumental in 
the evolution of Meeniyan as a food 
destination and he helped establish 
the Meeniyan Tourism and Traders 
Association and was its president in 
2012. Marty was a strong campaigner for 
gay marriage and his 50th birthday was 
embraced by the Meeniyan Community 
as the ‘Marty Gras’, which is now an 
annual event to celebrate inclusivity and 
diversity throughout the community. 
Marty is front and centre at local events 
and has been fully embraced by the 
Meeniyan community. Moo’s at Meeniyan 
has introduced a new gourmet food 
experience to the town and the region. 
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Regular special community celebrations 
and round-the-world dinners highlight a 
wide variety of foods and drinks. As we 
ended our conversation, Marty noticed a 
tractor driving through the town centre 
and commented how important it was 
that Meeniyan is still a rural centre and 
how great it is to see tractors in the main 
street to remind everyone of the town’s 
roots and connections with the local 
agriculture. This is not a place where city 
people move into this rural community, 
only to then complain about the odours 
and occasional agricultural deposits on the 
roadways.

Francesco Laera, the owner of Trulli 
Woodfire Pizzeria, told a story of how 
when he started his initial pizza business 
in Meeniyan, a local supplier suggested 
he should purchase a style of meat 
especially made (pre-sliced, chopped 
and frozen) for pizza restaurants. It was 
cheap, easy to use and has traditionally 
formed the base for many a Capricciosa 
along with the ubiquitous pitted and 
pre-sliced black olives. According to 
the supplier, it was what the customers 
were used to and expected. One look at 
the frozen slab of meat was enough for 
Francesco to know that no pizza that he 
made in his restaurant would ever use 
such ingredients. Instead he sourced the 
best ham, prosciutto and local olives and 
produced a type of pizza that Meeniyan 
had never experienced before. Luckily for 
Francesco, sufficient locals enjoyed the 
new experience and visitors and tourists 
came in droves from the surrounding 
regions to his restaurant. His success was 
so great that he soon outgrew his small 
shop and with the help of a local property 
owner and entrepreneur, he was able to 
open up the 100+ seat Trulli Woodfire 
Pizzeria in a former office building. 
The success of the business is due to its 
commitment to quality of produce and 
service, professionalism and to a very 
supportive local property owner who was 

prepared to fund the internal fit-out of the 
larger Trulli premises, including a bespoke 
wood-burning pizza oven.

Music and festivals
Music has played a part in Meeniyan 
for many decades, since the original 
construction of the Meeniyan Hall. In the 
1980s community members commenced 
regular ‘tavern nights’ in the hall as a way 
of showcasing local talent and raising funds 
for community projects. These events 
and regular jazz nights were organised by 
local community champion and icon Eric 
Mould, who sadly died in February 2020.

The musical reputation of Meeniyan 
received a major boost when the Lyrebird 
Arts Council began holding regular 
events in the Meeniyan Hall as part of 
their programme of bringing great music 
to South Gippsland (see Figure 7). The 
impressive list of acts that Lyrebird Arts 
Council have hosted in Meeniyan over 
the past few years includes Paul Kelly, 
Neil Finn, Joan as Police Woman, The 
Waifs, Billy Bragg, Robert Forester, PP 
Arnold, Martha Wainwright and Calexico. 
The acoustics of the Meeniyan Hall, 
the quality of sound equipment brought 
in by Lyrebird, the involvement of 
professional sound engineers and the care 
and attention that Lyrebird Arts Council 
provide to the musicians during their stay 
in Meeniyan has led many touring acts 
to include Meeniyan in their Australian 
tours. The acts play to a full house of 260 
people and Lyrebird has a fully booked 
calendar 12 months in advance. The 
Lyrebird concerts attract most of their 
patronage from out of town. This provides 
a great benefit to the Meeniyan businesses, 
especially the cafes and restaurants and 
local accommodation.

Another major annual community 
event held since 2017 is the Meeniyan 
Garlic Festival. The idea of a holding a 
garlic festival in the town was initiated 
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by Mirboo garlic farmers Kirsten and 
David Jones. Kirsten has a horticultural 
background and David has professional 
experience in organising events and 
fundraising activities. The Joneses arrived 
in South Gippsland in 2010. Their 
daughter set up the Meeniyan Store 
in 2014. Kirsten helped re-launch the 
Australian Garlic Industry Association 
(AGIA) in 2011 and became deputy 
chair of the board. The AGIA looked to 
establish a garlic-focused event somewhere 
in Victoria to promote the industry. The 
board’s initial idea for a location was 
one that had an established tourism and 
food base. Kirsten suggested that an ‘off-
Broadway’ location such as Meeniyan 
would be an ideal place to trial the garlic 
event, given its emerging food reputation 
and the 1m people who pass through 
the town annually. David organised a 
town meeting in Meeniyan and invited 
anyone to come along to discuss the 
idea. More than a dozen locals turned up 
and showed interest; however, a stronger 
level of interest was required to advance 
the idea. The Joneses pursued the idea, 
engaging with both individuals and with 

many and varied sporting and community 
organisations in Meeniyan and formulated 
a plan. They also confirmed that they 
were prepared to underwrite the finances 
for an initial Meeniyan Garlic Festival. 
On this basis the Meeniyan Tourism and 
Traders Association agreed to auspice 
the event.

The format was to be based on 
international examples of garlic festivals in 
Gilroy, USA, and the Isle of Wight, UK. 
These are significant models, as the Gilroy 
Garlic Festival is arguably the world’s 
largest food festival. David dismissed 
ideas of starting with a small, scaled-
down festival on the basis that ‘what 
you start with is how you are branded’. 
The first Meeniyan Garlic Festival was 
held in Meeniyan in February 2017 
and attracted over 7,000 visitors. From 
empirical data (1,000 raffle purchasers 
denoting postcode of origin) over 40 per 
cent drove the 150km from Melbourne 
to this event. The planning embraced 
the idea that it takes a village to build a 
festival, and it needs to be developed by, 
rather than being parachuted into, the 
community. Following this theme, the 

Figure 7: Meeniyan Hall during Lyrebird Arts Council Concert

Source: Lyrebird Arts Council
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Meeniyan Garlic Festival (see Figure 8) 
actively galvanised linkages with all the 
various sporting, community and business 
organisations in the town. Each was given 
the opportunity to take on a specific role 
at the festival which would generate some 
financial benefit for their organisation, for 
example providing food and beverages, 
looking after security, managing ticket 
sales, managing parking or running the 
educational element.

The initial festival was professionally 
organised and extensively promoted, 
using the networks and the connections 
of the organisers, the whole Meeniyan 
community, the Council and local tourism 
organisations. It provided a full range 
of quality garlic-based food, drinks and 
produce and a wide range of child and 
adult-friendly activities and entertainment, 
supporting an AUD$10 adult entry 
cost. A garlic ‘institute’ was set up in 
the Meeniyan Hall to provide a series of 
seminars on garlic production and use.

The first festival was regarded as a 
great success and produced a financial 
surplus. This surplus led to the 
creation of a dedicated community 
organisation, Meeniyan Festivals and 
Events Incorporated (MFE Inc.). Profits 
from each successive festival have been 
distributed to community organisations 
and projects. Building upon this base, 
MFE Inc. has funded and delivered garlic 
festivals annually and has broadened its 
offerings. In December 2017, it launched 
the ‘HeartLand’ concert, a unique 
collaboration with Opera Australia, which 
is now an annual event attracting a full 
house each year in the Meeniyan Hall.

In 2019, the Meeniyan Marty Gras 
was added to the expanding offering for 
Meeniyan. The organisers estimate that 
the MFE Inc. events have returned over 
AUD$3m of economic benefit for the 
district.

The success of the initial event and 
its commitment to professionalism and 

Figure 8: Meeniyan Garlic Festival

Source: KenSpencePhotography
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quality has enabled subsequent events 
to obtain financial support from the 
Victorian State Government. More 
significantly, the Meeniyan Garlic Festival 
has now been recognised by the Victorian 
State Government as a textbook example 
of how to organise and run a festival with 
a targeted attendance of less than 25,000 
people.

The community
The residential community of Meeniyan 
has played a huge role in its development 
over the last 20 years, and for many 
years before that. There are three key 
community facilities located in the town 
centre: the Meeniyan Hall, the Meeniyan 
Art Gallery and the Meeniyan Area 
Community Shop. These facilities play a 
key role in the success of the town.

The Meeniyan Hall is a pivotal feature 
of the town centre and has been since 
its construction in 1939, following a 
fire which destroyed a hall on the same 
site. The hall has provided the mainstay 
for community gatherings, events, 
dances and celebrations. The Meeniyan 
Progress Association commenced regular 
‘Meeniyan Town Tavern Nights’ in 1985. 
In 1998 a public meeting was held to 
discuss opportunities to refurbish the 
hall. In 1999 the community began 
fundraising to facilitate the project and 
ran raffles, garage sales, silent movie 
nights, open gardens, markets and jazz 
nights. This fundraising was assisted by an 
AUD$100,000 grant from the Victorian 
State Government and the refurbishment 
project proceeded. Lyrebird Arts Council 
events commenced in 1999. The hall 
boasts exceptionally high-quality acoustics 
for musical events and has provided the 
base for the town to build its reputation as 
a sought-after arts and music destination.

The Meeniyan Art Gallery was 
another community-led initiative that 
the community turned its attention to 

following the completion of the Meeniyan 
Hall renovations. It was started by a 
group of Meeniyan residents who had 
recognised both the wealth of talent in the 
area and the lack of gallery space. In late 
2000, they purchased an historic building, 
constructed in the 1890s, and refurbished 
it into the Meeniyan Art Gallery. It was 
opened in 2002.

The Meeniyan Area Community 
Shop offers valuable financial assistance 
to community groups (AUD$78,000 
in 2018/19) while also providing a 
destination retail activity for visitors to 
the town. It commenced as an initiative 
of the community in 2007 in a disused 
roadhouse, then moved to a small shop in 
Whitelaw Street, and was established in 
its larger current premises (formerly the 
hardware and nursery premises) in 2017.

A broad and diverse range of 
community groups exists in Meeniyan 
with responsibility for specific activities, 
facilities or events in the town centre. 
These include the Meeniyan Hall 
Committee, the Meeniyan Area 
Community Shop Committee, the 
Meeniyan Art Gallery Committee of 
Management, the Meeniyan Progress 
Association, Meeniyan Festivals and 
Events Inc. and the Meeniyan Garlic 
Festival Committee. While each of these 
committees meet separately and have 
their own executives, work programmes 
and responsibilities, there is, as could be 
expected in such a small town, a great deal 
of overlap in membership. This enables 
an overall coordination of activity and 
prevents duplication or conflict in terms 
of who is doing what, when and how. 
Two community members who feature 
in many of the organisations are Avril 
van Wamel and Kathryn Smith. Avril and 
Kathryn supplied volumes of information 
and copies of the Meeniyan Newsletter 
going back to 1983. This information 
provided a treasure trove of who, where, 
when and how on Meeniyan and 
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reinforced the passion and commitment 
of the community to their town. Avril 
and Kathryn showed great enthusiasm for 
how Meeniyan is evolving and welcoming 
new and diverse cultures and the new 
activities and events, including the Marty 
Gras, Opera in the HeartLand and Garlic 
Festival (see Figure 9).

The property owners and investors
Another important component of the 
success of Meeniyan has been the support 
provided by some passionate local property 
owners and investors. Some of the town’s 
property owners take a keen interest in 
its enhancement and look for long-term 
returns rather than just short-term rents.

The owner of the current Trulli 
Pizzeria premises, for example, was a 
regular customer of Francesco in his 
previous small pizza business in Meeniyan. 
He saw Francesco’s potential and offered 
to contribute significantly to the complete 
refit of an office building he owned across 
the street. He was prepared to financially 
assist because of his belief in how good a 
business Trulli could be, if it was given the 
opportunity to grow and provide the type 
of food and service that Francesco and his 
team aspired to. This has paid dividends 
over the last four years for the property 
owner, the business, the town centre and 
the community of Meeniyan. All are 
benefiting through this act of philanthropy 
by the property owner.

A locally based property investment 
business has been established in Meeniyan 
to provide local investors with an 
opportunity to invest in the town centre. 
Its first property purchase is facilitating 
the renovation and expansion of a large, 
strategically located but challenging 
property, which includes the Meeniyan 
Art Gallery, into the Meeniyan Square 
development. Over the years this site has 
been used for a range of cafes, a bookstore 
and a nursery, with mixed success. As 

another example of a collaborative and 
partnership approach, the investment 
company agreed to lease part of the 
renovated premises to Marty Thomas 
(Moo’s) and Francesco Laera (Trulli) as 
a gourmet food and wine premises. The 
Meeniyan Pantry and Cellar now provides 
the cornerstone to the Meeniyan Square 
development, which aims to provide space 
for a range of business activities clustered 
around an open space directly off the 
main street. It provides a central gathering 
space and outdoor and indoor facilities 
for the community with capacity for 
markets, live music, food and drink. The 
Meeniyan Square is still in its early stages 
and finding its feet. It is another example 
of how Meeniyan is prepared to try new 
initiatives and always be looking to the 
future, seeking to further expand the 
attractiveness of the town as a food and 
entertainment destination.

The Council and State Government
The South Gippsland Shire Council has 
responded to the Meeniyan community’s 
initiatives and has provided support for 
its various ideas, events and activities. 
Over the past 20 years the Council has 
funded and facilitated the development of 
a Community Plan and a Structure Plan 
for the town. The Council also facilitated 
the connection of Meeniyan to a sewerage 
system, the improvement of roads and 
parking areas within the town centre, and 
the expansion of the Great Southern Rail 
Trail, connecting the town to Koonwarra 
and Leongatha. Meeniyan has been 
represented on the South Gippsland Shire 
Council by passionate locals who shared 
the community’s vision for the town. The 
Councillors have been ready to advocate 
on behalf of the town and its various 
community, business and sporting clubs to 
both the South Gippsland Shire Council 
and the State and Federal Government 
representatives. This advocacy has in turn 
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led to the provision of grants and support 
for physical, social and community 
infrastructure for the town.

THE INGREDIENTS OF MEENIYAN’S 
SUCCESS
What has made Meeniyan successful and 
set it apart from so many other small 
towns that are struggling to retain their 
basic services and facilities, let alone see 
them grow?

Meeniyan looks pretty much the same 
as it did in 2000; it has the same road 
alignment, same parking arrangements and 
similar traffic flows and traffic volumes. 
The buildings and streetscape are mainly 
unchanged. There is roughly the same 
number of businesses operating and there 
has been no major growth in commercial 
or residential development. There has not 
been a major new tourism destination 
established in the region. The town always 
looks clean, tidy and attractive, but there 
has not been a major urban planning or 
urban design project. There has not been 
a major Council or State Government-led 
programme aimed at growing the town.

The town has been connected to a 
sewerage system which has increased the 
range and scale of activities. There has 
certainly been a change in the business mix: 
the hardware store has closed, milk bars 
have evolved into cafes and the roadhouse 
has gone. Many arts, craft and clothing 
businesses have come and gone. There are 
certainly more cafes, restaurants and local 
fresh produce outlets in the centre.

• The town is now linked to Koonwarra 
and Fish Creek by the Great Southern 
Rail Trail, and Meeniyan has welcomed 
and accommodated the passing cyclists 
and walkers;

• The overall quality of the goods and 
services offered by the key businesses 
is of a very high standard and equal to 
many goods and services available in 
major cities;

• The town always looks clean and 
attractive and welcoming, businesses are 
open on the weekends when most of 
the tourists and travellers are around;

• The town has a solid reputation and is 
attracting custom from far beyond the 
local community;

Meeniyan town centre key events and milestones

1998 • Public meeting to renovate the Meeniyan Hall
1999 • Lyrebird Arts Council concert in the Meeniyan Hall
2002 • Meeniyan Art Gallery opens
2004 • Lacy Jewellery Studio opens
2007 • Community sewerage action committee formed.

• Meeniyan Area Community Shop started
2008 • ABC TV series Bed of Roses filmed in Meeniyan
2009 • Sewerage connected to the town

• Supermarket burnt down
• Moo’s at Meeniyan commences

2013 • Trulli pizza restaurant opens
2014 • Meeniyan Area Community Store opens

• Hardware store closed
2016 • Pedestrian and cycle bridges installed on the GSRT to connect Meeniyan to Leongatha
2017 • Garlic Festival established

• Opera in the HeartLand event
• Pendesal Bakery established

2018 • Meeniyan Square development and Meeniyan Pantry and Cellar open
• First Marty Gras event

2019 • Pendesal Bakery relocates to new, larger premises

Figure 9: Information collected from the Meeniyan Newsletter 2000–20.

Source: Meeniyan Newsletter
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• There is a strong passionate 
commitment from Meeniyan’s 
businesses to Meeniyan and they respect 
and value the essential character and 
essence of the town;

• Meeniyan businesses have been prepared 
to take risks and have recognised 
that to thrive they need to establish a 
reputation as a quality destination that 
will attract custom from beyond the 
local area, as well as serving the local 
community;

• The majority of the Meeniyan 
community appears to be open to new 
ideas, willing to give things a go and 
embrace change and diversity;

• The evolution has not undermined or 
changed the character of the town. It is 
still a town where the local community, 
rather than tourists or visitors, is in 
charge;

• The success is based on making the best 
use of existing strengths and facilities;

• There is a commitment to quality and 
excellence in products, premises and 
customer service. There is no room for 
mediocrity in Meeniyan;

• The local community has not looked 
to or relied on outside help to get 
things moving; it has itself taken on the 
responsibility for the improvement of 
the town. The business and residential 
community possesses a ‘can do’ 
mentality;

• The population of Meeniyan and 
surroundings has grown significantly 
over the last decade. This reflects the 
attractiveness of the town as a place to 
live and has helped to retain local access 
to goods, services and facilities.

CONCLUSIONS
The success of Meeniyan town centre is 
a product of the residential and business 
communities’ passion and ongoing 
commitment to the town and respect for 
its traditional character and essence.

The conversations and research 
undertaken in producing this paper 
bring me to the conclusion that 
planning strategies, urban design, traffic 
improvements, economic development or 
streetscape programmes, while apparent, 
have not in themselves led to the overall 
success of Meeniyan town centre. They 
have obviously facilitated and supported 
the change, but it is the local community 
and the business owners who have actually 
initiated and implemented the evolution.

Reflecting on my own planning, design 
and economic development career, I can 
think of many projects that have been 
done for, rather than with or in response 
to, a community’s ideas and aspirations. 
The preparation of a plan or a strategy 
is the easy part; it is the implementation 
over many years that is the difficult part. 
If the local community is not ready, able 
and committed to such implementation, 
the strategy is unlikely to achieve its full 
objectives, irrespective of how good it is.

The key learnings from the paper are:

1. Passion: For a town centre to thrive 
there has to be passion, connection and 
a willingness by the local community, 
businesses and property owners to 
collaborate, support and contribute;

2. Build on existing strengths: Success lies 
in identifying and investing existing 
strengths rather than going after the 
latest trend or seeking a cookie-cutter 
approach from other locations. Every 
town has a unique combination of 
assets, individuals, networks, skills, 
facilities and attributes. Success 
depends on how these ingredients are 
utilised and blended;

3. Commitment to quality: Whatever 
project or initiative is identified, it 
needs to be pursued exceptionally well 
and deliver a quality experience or 
product beyond expectations;

4. Willingness to take risks: There is no 
room for mediocrity. If you are going 
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to do something, dive in and make a 
splash, do not hang around the edges;

5. Physical change is not critical: It is what 
is happening within the business 
premises and community facilities that 
matters. What the town looks like will 
help, but it will not alone lead to the 
revitalisation of a town centre if the 
right businesses and facilities do not 
exist;

6. Action focused planning: Use the early 
energy and enthusiasm to identify 
and pursue an action, rather than 
expending it simply on the preparation 
of an exhaustive plan or detailed 
strategy. A one-page plan is all that is 
needed to get going. Detail can follow 
as part of the implementation stage;

7. Local leadership: A regeneration or 
revitalisation project needs to be owned 
and led by the local community. 
Waiting for outside assistance or 
blaming others is not productive. It is 
better for the community to take the 
lead and demonstrate how it can help 
local or state government achieve their 
objectives;

8. Collaboration: Use events and festivals 
to unite the various community groups 
and interests, give everyone a role and 
enable their group to benefit from the 
festival or event;

9. Respect: Acknowledge the basic essence 
of the town that makes it attractive 
in the first place and protect it. 
Changing a place to the extent that 
it loses its authenticity and original 
purpose, values or lifestyle will risk the 
overall success and alienate the local 
community.
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