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Executive	summary	

This	paper	provides	an	‘outside	in’	analysis	of	the	performance	and	prospects	of	Australia’s	big	
five	cities.	Drawing	on	hundreds	of	global	benchmarks	and	comparative	studies	and	datasets,	it	
compares	Sydney,	Melbourne,	Brisbane,	Perth	and	Adelaide	with	a	basket	of	comparable	cities	
internationally,	including:	

 Canada’s	five	largest	cities	 Toronto,	Montreal,	Vancouver,	Calgary,	Edmonton 	
 Scandinavia’s	five	largest	cities	 Stockholm,	Helsinki,	Copenhagen,	Oslo	and	Gothenburg 	
 Germany’s	five	Largest	cities	 Berlin,	Hamburg,	Munich,	Frankfurt	and	Stuttgart 		
 South‐West	 USA’s	 five	 leading	 cities	 Los	 Angeles,	 San	 Francisco,	 Phoenix,	 San	 Diego,	 Las	

Vegas 		
 Five	cities	that	comprise	‘Smart	Asia’	 Singapore,	Hong	Kong,	Taipei,	Kuala	Lumpur,	Fukuoka 	
	

	

These	groups	of	cities	are	also	experiencing	important	cycles	of	growth	and	change,	and	many	
are	growing	at	a	rate	that	is	even	comparable	with	Australia’s	leading	cities.	This	means	that	there	
are	opportunities	 to	compare	approaches	and	 learn	about	 the	adjustments,	 tools	and	reforms	
being	adopted	elsewhere.	

	



	

There	are	five	main	findings	of	this	paper:	

 

1. Individually	and	in	aggregate,	Australia’s	big	five	cities	do	well	internationally	for:	
	

 High	rates	of	jobs	and	economic	growth	and	improved	global	economic	reach	given	
intensifying	competition	

 Improved	standing	as	locations	for	investment	 corporate,	real	estate 	
 Size	and	reach	of	their	higher	education	economy	
 Natural	environment	and	low	urban	pollution.	

	
2. But	Australia’s	big	give	cities	also	compare	badly	for:	

	

 Transport	congestion,	high	journey	distances	and	low	speeds	
 Digital	infrastructure	deficits	
 The	smaller	size	of	their	knowledge	intensive	and	export	intensive	sectors,	and	the	

larger	size	of	their	mining,	oil	and	gas,	construction	and	real	estate	industries	
 Limited	size	and	scale	of	the	innovation	system	
 Small	scale	of	global	connectivity/destination	power	
 Governance	fragmentation	and	limited	institutional	capacity	or	tools	for	metropolitan	

development.	
	

These	are	summarised	in	the	chart	below,	which	compares	aggregate	scores	of	Australia’s	cities	
in	the	metrics	with	those	of	the	other	five	groups	of	cities	evaluated.	
	

What	the	benchmarks	say:	Australia’s	big	five	cities’	collective	performance	in	key	areas	versus	
aggregated	scores	of	peers	in	Canada,	South	West	USA,	Germany,	Scandinavia	and	Smart	Asia		



	
*Performance	assessed	using	an	ELO	algorithm	 see	appendix	for	full	methodology .	Performance	based	on	a	10‐point	scale	set	by	the	highest	and	
lowest	ranking	positions	achieved	by	any	of	the	six	groups	of	five	cities	across	all	14	categories	measured.	Visualisation	based	on	Nesta	CITIE.	

	

3. Australian	cities	already	do	much	better	in	international	perception	measures	than	
performance	measures	
	
The	gap	between	perception	and	performance	indices	is	unusually	high	for	any	group	of	
cities	in	one	country.	This	is	both	an	advantage	and	a	big	risk.	It	may	be	that	the	challenges	
faced	 by	 Australia	 will	 be	 increasingly	 exposed	 to	 international	 scrutiny	 with	
consequences	for	investment,	tourism	and	wider	appeal.		

	

4. Global	 benchmarks	 increasingly	 measure	 issues	 in	 which	 Australian	 cities	
underperform	
	
The	first	cycle	of	global	benchmarks	and	indexes	mostly	measured	urban	issues	where	
Australian	 cities	 do	well	 or	 have	 deep	 inherited	 advantages	 (inner	 city	 quality	 of	 life,	
access	 to	 natural	 environment,	 expat	 wages	 versus	 costs).	 In	 the	 more	 recent	 cycle,	
benchmarks	 are	 increasingly	 comparing	 things	 that	 Australian	 cities	 are	 not	 as	
competitive	in	(density,	innovation,	costs	for	young	people,	carbon	efficiency,	quality	of	
place,	economic	diversity,	etc).	This	is	affecting	all	five	cities’	comparative	performance,	
but	especially	Perth,	which	has	struggled	in	the	last	two	years	of	measures.		
	
It	 is	very	possible	that	as	these	benchmarks	grow	and	become	mainstream,	Australian	
cities	may	fall	down	in	aggregate	standings.	Weaknesses	in	key	areas	may	even	filter	into	
big	high‐profile	rankings	and	future	agenda‐setting	comparative	studies	soon.	



5. The	end	of	the	cycle	of	consuming	under	used	capacity?	
		
In	many	respects,	 the	high	historic	 international	standing	of	Australian	cities	has	been	
achieved	 by	 virtue	 of	 their	 inherited	 assets	 of	 location,	 climate,	 nature	 and	 positive	
national	 character/brand	 appeal	 associated	with	 lifestyle.	 As	 the	 challenge	 to	manage	
urban	population	growth	and	metropolitan	economic	transition	becomes	more	acute,	the	
judgement	about	Australian	cities	will	be	based	much	more	on	the	quality	of	governance,	
policy	 impact,	 investments	 and	 interventions	made.	 The	 ability	 of	 Australian	 cities	 to	
better	manage	multiple	cycles	of	growth,	to	resolve	investment	deficits,	and	address	the	
challenging	externalities	associated	with	growth	and	change	will	be	at	the	fore.	

	

	 	



1. Introduction:	Australia’s	big	five	cities	in	a	global	context	
	

In	this	globally	oriented	‘outside	in’	review	paper,	we	assess	Australia’s	big	five	cities:	

 Recent	and	future	population	profile	in	global	perspective	
 Economic	size	and	growth	patterns	in	the	changing	global	economy	
 Overall	performance	across	all	global	benchmarks	and	comparative	studies	
 Strengths	and	weaknesses	in	individual	dimensions	 infrastructure,	quality	of	life,	

innovation,	etc .	
	

The	paper	compares	the	five	cities	against	a	wider	basket	of	comparable	cities	internationally	to	
provide	insight	into	how	Australian	cities	as	a	whole	are	performing	and	dealing	with	change.	As	
such,	it	presents	an	‘outside	in’	view	of	how	Australia’s	major	settlements	and	economic	engines	
appear	to	be	performing,	and	how	well	set	up	they	are	for	future	success.	

The	data	and	sources	that	this	paper	relies	on	include:	

 More	than	300	benchmarks	and	indices	of	global	city	performance	since	2012,	produced	
by	 inter‐governmental	 and	 other	 global	 organisations,	 think	 tanks,	 companies	 and	
academic	teams	

 Inter‐governmental	databases	 e.g.	OECD,	World	Bank,	UN	Habitat,	IMF,	Eurostat 	
 Online	data	providers	 e.g.	The	Brookings	Institution,	JLL,	Moovit,	Pitchbook 		
 The	Business	of	Cities	database	and	research.	

	

Through	this	report,	the	main	cohort	of	cities	that	Australia’s	five	leading	cities	are	compared	to	
are:	

 Canada’s	five	largest	cities	 Toronto,	Montreal,	Vancouver,	Calgary,	Edmonton 	
 Scandinavia’s	five	leading	cities	 Stockholm,	Helsinki,	Copenhagen,	Oslo	and	Gothenburg 	
 Germany’s	five	largest	cities	 Berlin,	Hamburg,	Munich,	Frankfurt	and	Stuttgart 		
 South‐West	USA’s	five	leading	cities	 Los	Angeles,	San	Francisco,	Phoenix,	San	Diego,	Las	

Vegas 		
 Smart	Asia	 Singapore,	Hong	Kong,	Kuala	Lumpur,	Taipei,	Fukuoka .	

	

Where	the	data	allows,	we	present	an	even	wider	global	picture	of	performance	and	we	pinpoint	
where	the	global	lens	reveals	underlying	strengths	and	weaknesses	of	Australia’s	cities.	

The	paper	is	structured	as	follows:	

2. The	big	context:	Population	and	economic	change 
3. The	visibility	of	Australia’s	cities	in	global	benchmarks	
4. The	headline	performance	of	Australia’s	cities	
5. The	strengths	and	Weaknesses	of	Australia’s	cities	in	comparative	perspective	
6. Australian	Cities’	growth	management	performance	and	prospects.		

	

	

	

	 	



2.	 The	big	context:	Population	and	economic	change	

2.1	 Population	growth	and	change	

As	is	well	known,	Australia	is	going	through	one	of	the	fastest	processes	of	urbanisation	of	any	
country	in	the	OECD.	

Figure	1	highlights	the	recent	population	growth	rates	of	all	metropolitan	areas	with	more	than	
one	million	people	within	OECD	nations.	It	highlights	that	Australian	cities,	along	with	Canada,	
have	experienced	a	much	faster	rate	of	growth	than	other	advanced	industrialised	nations.	The	
rate	 is	more	than	double	the	median	rate	of	growth	in	other	countries,	at	nearly	two	per	cent	
growth	per	annum.	That	said,	in	historic	terms	the	recent	rate	of	growth	in	the	larger	cities	of	
other	countries	such	as	USA,	Spain	and	Chile	is	also	high,	and	is	even	at	more	than	50‐year	highs	
in	cities	in	the	UK	and	the	Netherlands.		

Figure	1:	Average	growth	rates	of	all	one	million 	cities	since	2000	in	OECD	countries	

	
Source:	OECD	Metropolitan	Interactive	Database.	Notes:	only	countries	with	more	than	two	cities	above	one	million	population	
included.	*Excluding	Mexico	due	to	differences	in	average	income	and	development	level.	
	

So,	in	a	context	where	nearly	all	high‐income	cities	are	grappling	with	unanticipated	city	population	
growth	and	 re‐urbanisation	 challenges,	Australia’s	 cities	 feel	 these	pressures	more	keenly	 than	
most	others.		

Data	from	individual	cities	also	highlights	the	dynamic	picture	of	growth	in	Australia’s	biggest	
cities	 see	 Figure	 2 .	 Since	 2000,	 Sydney,	 Melbourne,	 Brisbane,	 Perth	 and	 Adelaide	 have	 all	
experienced	population	growth	higher	than	the	OECD	average.	Perth	and	Brisbane,	in	particular,	
have	witnessed	exceptional	growth,	above	two	per	cent	per	annum.	This	rate	was	rivalled	by	only	
a	handful	of	medium‐sized	cities	across	the	whole	OECD	–	including	the	US	Sunbelt	cities	of	Las	
Vegas,	Austin	and	Houston,	Canada’s	oil	capital	Calgary	and	Ireland’s	capital	Dublin.	

Even	 Adelaide	 and	 Sydney,	 which	 grew	 less	 quickly	 than	 the	 rest	 of	 Australia’s	 big	 five,	 are	
recording	growth	 figures	comparable	 to	some	of	 the	 fastest	growing	cities	 in	Europe,	 such	as	
London	and	Oslo,	and	 faster	 than	 the	high‐income	cities	 in	Asia.	Unlike	nearly	all	other	OECD	
nations,	Australia	did	not	have	cities	in	the	last	cycles	that	lagged	well	behind	on	the	growth	curve	



as	with	Detroit	in	USA,	Busan	in	Korea,	Berlin	in	Germany,	Glasgow	in	UK,	etc .	The	consistent	
pattern	of	strong	or	breakneck	growth	across	its	cities	is	a	rare	phenomenon	shared	only	with	
Canada,	whose	big	five	cities	 Toronto,	Montreal,	Vancouver,	Calgary,	Ottawa 	have	also	all	grown	
at	over	one	per	cent	a	year.	

Figure	2:	Average	annual	population	growth	per	capita,	2000‐2016	 l 	and	up	to	2016‐2050	 r 	

	 	
	 	 	 	
Sources:	2000	and	2016	data	based	on	census	data.	2050	data	based	on	projections	and	forecasts	taking	2016	as	base	level	unless	
otherwise	specified	in	appendix.	For	European	regions,	data	was	available	at	the	regional	 NUTS	2 	scale.	See	appendix	for	a	full	list	
of	sources	and	methodology.				



Looking	ahead	to	the	next	30	years,	Australia’s	big	cities	are	set	to	continue	growing	at	a	rapid	pace,	
well	above	the	OECD	average	 Figure	2 .	Perth	is	forecast	to	be	one	of	the	fastest	growing	cities	
in	the	OECD	up	to	2050,	surpassed	only	by	Calgary	and	Austin.	Brisbane	will	maintain	its	growth	
pace	alongside	 the	 faster	growing	Sunbelt	 cities	 in	 the	USA,	while	Melbourne	and	Sydney	are	
likely	to	grow	faster	than	any	major	city	in	Europe	over	the	period.		

While	most	OECD	cities	are	likely	to	experience	slight	drops	in	the	absolute	amount	of	population	
growth,	 Australian	 cities	 are	 forecast	 to	 experience	 an	 increase	 in	 the	 numbers	 of	 additional	
population	to	be	accommodated	year‐on‐year.		Again,	the	closest	comparable	nation	is	Canada.	

2.2	 Economic	size,	growth	and	transition	

All	five	of	Australia’s	largest	cities	are	among	the	250	largest	in	the	world	by	economic	output,	and	
three	are	among	the	top	100	 see	Table	1 .	While	most	European	and	North	American	nations	
have	 seen	 their	 leading	 cities	 fall	 dramatically	 down	 the	 list	 of	 largest	 urban	 economies,	
Australia’s	 strong	metropolitan	population	 growth	 rates	 and	 accompanying	 economic	 growth	
mean	they	have	largely	held	their	position	since	the	turn	of	the	century.	The	end	of	the	recent	
commodities‐led	cycle	has,	however,	seen	relative	growth	rates	drop	off	and	so	both	Perth	and	
Adelaide	have	recently	slipped	in	global	size	terms.	Sydney	and	Melbourne	have	retained	their	
previous	positions,	whilst	Brisbane	has	climbed	two	places	since	2016.		

Table	1:	Economic	size	of	metropolitan	areas	by	GDP	output	

Rank	 City	
/‐	

since	
2016	

Total	GDP	 Economic	Size	Peers	

1	 Tokyo	 ‐	 $1,525bn	 	

2	 New	York	 ‐	 $1,432bn	

3	 Seoul	 ‐	 $973bn	

4	 Los	Angeles	 ‐	 $887bn	

5	 Shanghai	 ‐	 $808bn	

20	 Singapore	 ‐	 $458bn	

26	 San	Francisco	 ‐	 $404bn	

30	 Hong	Kong	 ‐3	 $389bn	

37	 Kuala	Lumpur	 1	 $289bn	

39	 Toronto	 1	 $281bn	

45	 Sydney	 ‐	 $234bn	 San	Jose	 California ,	Rio	de	Janeiro,	Jeddah	

55	 San	Diego	 ‐2	 $212bn	 	

56	 Phoenix	 ‐5	 $204bn	

57	 Hamburg	 ‐2	 $198bn	

59	 Melbourne	 ‐	 $190bn	 Hamburg,	Barcelona,	Kuwait	City	

62	 Berlin	 ‐1	 $183bn	 	

79	 Stockholm	 1	 $150bn	

81	 Montreal	 ‐2	 $150bn	

82	 Frankfurt	 ‐	 $150bn	

93	 Munich	 ‐5	 $133bn	

95	 Stuttgart	 18	 $133bn	

98	 Perth	 ‐8	 $133bn	 Brussels,	Dhaka,	Xian	

102	 Taipei	 ‐8	 $126bn	 	

113	 Vancouver	 1	 $112bn	

123	 Brisbane	 2	 $104bn	 Athens,	San	Antonio,	Alexandria	

131	 Las	Vegas	 1	 $96bn	 	



139	 Calgary	 ‐8	 $89bn	

151	 Fukuoka	 ‐7	 $83bn	

162	 Edmonton	 ‐8	 $73bn	

171	 Copenhagen	 ‐7	 $69bn	

181	 Oslo	 ‐9	 $69bn	

211	 Helsinki	 ‐15	 $54bn	

227	 Adelaide	 ‐16	 $54bn	 Caracas,	Tulsa,	Minsk	

249	 Gothenburg	 ‐26	 $47bn	 	

Source:	JLL	 2017 .	GDP	figures	are	rounded	to	the	middle	of	$7bn	range,	based	on	data	availability.	

Data	from	the	last	two	cycles	highlights	the	variation	in	economic	performance	in	Australia’s	big	
five	cities	 see	Figure	3 .	Up	until	2014,	Perth	has	led	the	way	in	terms	of	output	growth,	and	also	
performed	well	above	global	average	in	terms	of	growing	jobs,	with	a	3.4	per	cent	increase	in	GDP	
per	capita	and	a	2.1	per	cent	increase	in	the	number	of	jobs	from	2013‐2014.	Brisbane	built	its	
jobs	base	even	more	impressively,	but	much	of	its	economic	growth	was	fuelled	by	population,	as	
much	as	by	productivity.	While	Sydney	and	Melbourne	are	in	the	upper	middle	of	the	pack	with	
other	European	and	North	American	cities,	Adelaide	has	struggled	in	both	productivity	and	jobs	
terms	as	it	has	adjusted	to	industrial	transition.	

These	figures	are	also	reflected	in	data	showing	how	globalised	Australia’s	city	economies	have	
become.	Figure	4	highlights	how	networked	Australia’s	cities’	advanced	producer	services	firms	
e.g.	consulting,	law,	advertising,	accountancy 	are	with	other	cities	in	the	global	system,	which	is	
seen	as	one	of	the	key	indicators	of	global	city	status.	Here,	Perth	has	overtaken	Brisbane	for	the	
first	time	this	century	in	terms	of	many	medium‐sized	European	cities,	Adelaide	has	fallen	down	
this	ranking	as	more	cities	in	China,	India,	South	East	Asia	and	the	Middle	East	have	become	active	
part	of	global	value	chains	and	gained	clusters	of	international	finance	and	professional	services	
firms.	Sydney	and	Melbourne	have	remained	stable	during	this	period,	with	Sydney’s	trajectory	
to	become	Australia’s	economically	most	internationally	connected	city	kept	in	check	over	the	
past	decade.	

Figure	3:	Per	capita	GDP	and	employment	growth	in	Australian	cities	2000‐2014,	compared	to	30	medium‐
sized	cities	worldwide	 size	of	bubble	 	total	GDP 	
	



	
Source:	Brookings/Oxford	Economics.	From	Brookings	Global	Metro	Monitor	 2015 .	
	

Figure	4:	Extent	to	which	cities’	advanced	services	economy	is	globalised,	2000‐2016	

	

Source:	 GaWC	 2017 ;	 based	 on	 number	 of	 linkages	 between	 advanced	 producer	 services	 firms	 e.g.	 finance,	 law,	 advertising,	
accountancy 	and	other	cities	around	the	world.	

Sector	composition:	Australia’s	cities	need	to	diversify		

A	comparative	analysis	of	the	size	of	different	sectors	in	the	economy	indicates	the	imperative	for	
economic	diversification	in	Australia’s	cities	 see	Figure	5 .	Brisbane,	Adelaide	and	Perth	have	



three	 of	 the	 four	 sector	 profiles	 that	 are	 least	 geared	 to	 the	 globally	 traded	 services	 and	
knowledge	economy.		

Figure	5:	Share	of	metropolitan	GDP	comprised	of	business	and	finance,	trade	and	tourism	

	

Sources:	Brookings,	Oxford	Economics	 2015 	

This	reflects	not	only	the	small	scale	of	these	strategic	sectors	in	these	three	cities,	but	also	the	
fact	 that	 in	 the	 size	 of	 the	 commodities	 sector,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 construction,	 manufacturing,	
healthcare,	transport	and	utilities	sectors,	are	on	average	relatively	larger	than	in	most	of	their	
counterparts.	Although	these	cities	have	renowned	trade	and	visitor	assets,	the	figures	suggest	
that	the	size	of	these	segments	of	the	economy	are	not	as	large	as	might	be	anticipated.	

Sydney	and	Melbourne	have	a	higher	value	and	more	globally‐facing	industry	profile,	comparable	
to	peers	such	as	Toronto	and	Stockholm.	There	is	still	room	to	grow	and	diversify	further,	as	both	
San	Francisco	and	San	Diego	illustrate.	

When	 comparing	 Australia’s	 big	 five	 cities	 as	 a	 whole,	 it	 is	 apparent	 that	 the	 sectors	 of	 the	
economy	that	are	more	globally‐facing	are	a	smaller	part	of	their	total	economy	compared	to	the	
average	 in	the	other	groups	of	cities	 in	this	paper.	Australia’s	big	 five	are	behind	Scandinavia,	
Germany	 and	 South	 West	 USA	 in	 this	 respect,	 and	 would	 be	 some	 way	 behind	 Canada’s	 if	
commodities	were	not	taken	into	account.	Overall,	Australia’s	cities	rely	much	more	heavily	on	
commodities	than	those	in	other	countries,	but	they	also	have	a	smaller	manufacturing	base,	due	
to	very	rapid	de‐industrialisation	in	recent	years.	This	means	that	Australia’s	big	cities	are	much	



more	reliant	on	mining	and	oil	and	gas‐related	activity	than	any	other	national	group	of	large	upper	
income	cities.	 	



3.	 How	visible	are	Australia’s	big	five	cities	in	global	benchmarks?	

City	indexes	and	benchmarks	are	among	the	most	important	tools	for	developing	a	comparative	
global	perspective	of	cities.	There	are	now	well	over	300	benchmarks	produced	around	the	world	
by	 a	 diverse	 mix	 of	 international	 organisations	 e.g.	 UN	 Habitat,	 World	 Bank,	 European	
Commission ,	 think	 tanks	 e.g.	Mori	Memorial	Foundation	 Japan,	Brookings	 Institution,	WEF ,	
global	consultancies	 e.g.	AT	Kearney,	Mercer,	PWC ,	built	environment	companies	 e.g.	Arcadis,	
Arup,	AECOM ,	technology	providers	 e.g.	IBM,	TomTom 	and	many	others.	

Until	 five‐to‐10	years	ago,	city	benchmarks	were	dominated	by	assessments	of	past	economic	
performance,	quality	of	life	for	expats	and	cost	of	living.	Today,	they	use	a	range	of	data,	surveys	
and	research	tools	to	measure	a	much	wider	set	of	factors,	and	to	a	higher	standard.	Their	insights	
provide	an	understanding	not	only	to	past	performance	but	also	the	future	preferences	of	firms	
and	 talent,	 the	 capacity	 of	 cities	 to	 absorb	 growth,	 and	 the	 readiness	 of	 cities	 for	 the	 future	
challenges.	

As	such,	global	benchmarks	help	 to	understand	and	verify	 the	relative	strengths,	weaknesses,	
assets	and	risks	of	Australian	cities,	beyond	the	immediate	growth	cycle.	

	

Not	all	cities	are	selected	as	often	as	other	cities	to	appear	in	global	studies	of	city	performance.	
Indeed,	the	profile	and	visibility	of	Australian	cities	in	global	benchmarks	and	rankings	is	highly	
varied	 see	Table	2 .		

Sydney	is	by	far	the	most	frequently	measured	and	most	visible	city	and	is	very	prominent	in	city	
benchmarks	relative	to	 its	size	and	economic	role.	 It	 is	as	frequently	measured	as	Hong	Kong,	
Singapore	and	Shanghai.	Melbourne	is	slightly	less	visible	in	these	global	studies,	although	where	
it	does	appear,	its	overall	performance	is	nearly	as	strong	as	Sydney	 with	a	median	position	of	
18th	globally	across	all	rankings .	

Brisbane	and	Perth	are	very	similar	in	terms	of	how	visible	they	are	in	city	global	benchmarks	–	
they	are	both	ranked	slightly	more	often	than	their	economic	size	would	indicate,	but	are	much	
less	visible	than	European	cities	of	similar	size	and	assets.	Adelaide	has	more	limited	visibility:	this	
is	not	only	a	product	of	its	smaller	size	–	it	is	also	only	occasionally	selected	to	feature	in	niche	
rankings	of	cities	of	a	particular	type	or	with	known	specialisations,	in	the	way	that	other	smaller	
cities	around	the	world	such	as	Portland,	Kyoto,	Geneva	or	Edinburgh	often	are	included.	

	



Table	2:	Visibility	in	global	benchmarks	compared	to	top	100	global	cities,	and	median	position	in	those	
benchmarks	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Figure	6:	Visibility	and	performance	of	Australian	cities	in	global	indices,	compared	to	selected	peers	

	

	

HIGH VISIBILITY,    
HIGH PERFORMANCE

LOW VISIBILITY,      
LOW PERFORMANCE

Sydney

	 City	 Total	number	of	
appearances	

Median	global	position	in	
benchmarks	in	which	it	

features	
5	 Singapore	 338	 7th		
6	 Shanghai	 329	 21st		
7	 Sydney	 326	 14th		
8	 Hong	Kong	 322	 11th		
9	 Amsterdam	 313	 12th		
	 	 	 	

28	 Vienna	 238	 18th		
29	 Boston	 238	 20th		
30	 Melbourne	 224	 18th		
31	 Brussels	 220	 29th		
32	 Vancouver	 220	 20th		
	 	 	 	

81 Sofia 84 81st
82	 Brisbane	 75	 37th		
83	 Perth	 73	 50th		
84	 Chennai	 72	 56th		
85	 Kiev	 71	 90th		
	 	 	 	

94 Fukuoka 60 38th
95	 Chengdu	 59	 62nd		
96	 Adelaide	 54	 46th		
97	 Portland	 54	 43rd	
98	 Montevideo	 51	 78th		



4.	 How	do	Australian	cities	perform	across	all	benchmarks	against	their	
global	peers	and	competitors?	

Below	 we	 take	 all	 300‐plus	 benchmarks	 over	 the	 past	 five	 years	 and	 assess	 the	 relative	
performance	of	Australian	cities	among	the	world’s	100	most	important	global	economic	centres.	
This	reflects	performance	across	all	areas	–	not	only	growth	dynamics	but	also	factors	of	quality,	
brand,	infrastructure,	connectivity,	human	capital	and	much	more.		

On	this	basis,	Sydney	emerges	as	an	established	member	of	the	second	tier	of	‘contender’	cities,	
in	a	peer	group	with	cities	such	as	San	Francisco,	Boston,	Toronto	and	Madrid	 see	Figure	6 .	Its	
position	is	stable	in	the	top	15	out	of	the	top	100.	

Melbourne	 is	 just	behind,	also	stable	 just	outside	 the	 top	20	over	 the	 last	 five	years.	 It	has	an	
established	and	successful	model	as	a	lifestyle	city,	and	its	global	position	suggests	that	it	is	not	
far	from	becoming	part	of	the	global	second	tier.	

Table	3:	Summary	of	relative	performance	of	100	largest	and	most	globalised	cities,	across	all	
comparative	benchmarks	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Rank	
2012‐
2017	

City	 Rank	
2015‐
2017	

Rank	
2012‐
2015	

Change	in	
rank	

1	 London	 1	 1	 0	
2	 Singapore	 2	 2	 0	

3	 Paris	 2	 4	 2	

4	 New	York	 5	 3	 ‐2	

12	 Stockholm	 12	 8	 ‐4	
13	 Copenhagen	 12	 15	 3	

13	 Sydney	 14	 14	 0	
13	 San	Francisco	 15	 13	 ‐2	

16	 Hong	Kong	 23	 5	 ‐18	

19	 Frankfurt	 23	 17	 ‐6	
20	 Vancouver	 17	 24	 7	

20	 Melbourne	 22	 23	 1	

20	 Barcelona	 17	 27	 10	
23	 Geneva	 17	 34	 17	

37	 Brussels	 37	 40	 3	
39	 Miami	 39	 37	 ‐2	
40	 Brisbane	 36	 56	 20	

41	 Houston	 44	 33	 ‐11	

42	 Philadelphia	 42	 41	 ‐1	

52	 Rome	 54	 53	 ‐1	
53	 Portland	 52	 59	 7	

53	 Adelaide	 45	 69	 24	
53	 Budapest	 56	 47	 ‐9	

56	 Abu	Dhabi	 51	 64	 ‐11	

57	 Denver	 57	 51	 ‐6	
58	 Perth	 59	 47	 ‐12	

59	 Minneapolis	 60	 47	 ‐13	

60	 Warsaw	 58	 55	 ‐3	



Brisbane	has	made	big	strides	over	the	recent	period,	rising	to	inside	the	top	40	cities	on	average,	
and	 jumping	 considerably	 since	 2012‐14	 because	 of	 an	 improved	 higher	 education	 offer,	
transport	 options	 and	 innovation	 profile.	 These	 qualities	 have	 helped	Brisbane	 to	 cement	 its	
credentials	as	a	‘New	World	City’	that	has	the	quality	and	the	platform	to	attract	investors,	talent	
and	visitors.	

Adelaide	has	also	made	clear	gains,	albeit	 from	a	lower	starting	position.	This	reflects	real	and	
relative	improvements	 in	the	city	 in	relation	to	technology	uptake,	cost	advantages	and	urban	
lifestyle	for	different	age	groups.	It	also	reflects	the	shift	in	what	city	benchmarks	measure,	with	
less	priority	given	to	size	and	growth	and	more	priority	given	to	 factors	such	as	affordability,	
innovation,	density,	economic	diversification	and	city	experience.	

By	contrast,	Perth	has	fallen	down	the	global	charts,	especially	as	more	smaller	cities	and	emerging	
cities	become	measured	for	the	first	time.	The	city	was	rated	30th	best	in	the	world	for	students	
in	2014	and	now	rates	50th,	as	more	cities	have	begun	to	compete	effectively	for	a	share	of	the	
higher	education	economy.	At	the	same	time,	the	rise	in	benchmarks	measuring	cities’	sustainable	
mobility,	millennial	appeal	and	digital	technology	capabilities	have	also	penalised	Perth.	

Table	4:	Change	in	position	of	Australian	cities	compared	to	100	largest	and	most	globalised	cities,	2012‐
2014	to	2015‐2017,	across	all	global	benchmarks.		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

These	figures,	and	the	indices	which	underpin	them,	highlight	the	breadth	and	diversity	of	the	
global	system	of	cities,	where	more	than	300	cities	now	have	an	economy	and	demography	that	
is	strongly	international	in	character.	Figure	7	adapts	a	map	developed	by	JLL	and	The	Business	
of	Cities	to	provide	an	illustrative	map	of	Australia’s	cities	among	the	different	types	of	global	city	
competing	in	the	global	economy.		

Sydney’s	success,	as	evidenced	by	global	benchmarks	and	the	mix	of	its	global	functions,	means	
it	 is	 now	 a	 ‘contender’	 among	 the	 established	 group	 of	 global	 cities.	 Meanwhile,	 the	 rest	 of	
Australia’s	largest	cities	are	establishing	themselves	as	particular	kinds	of	‘New	World	Cities’.		

Although	Melbourne’s	size	and	performance	puts	it	ahead	of	Brisbane	in	most	measures,	both	are	
high	liveability	 ‘attractors’	–	globalising	cities	that	possess	a	quality	of	 life	and	appeal	that	has	
become	their	strongest	brand	asset.	Their	urban	lifestyles	and	amenities	give	them	a	resonance	
that	drives	growth	in	their	key	export	markets	–	higher	education,	creative	industries,	tourism	
and	science.	

Improving	the	environment	 for	entrepreneurship,	 investing	in	the	metropolitan	infrastructure	
platform	and	boosting	global	trade	and	visitor	links	are	key	aspects	of	these	cities’	strategies,	as	
they	 are	 for	 peers	 such	 as	 Auckland,	 Helsinki	 and	 Vancouver.	 Perth	 has	 elements	 of	 these	
credentials,	but	its	commodity	hub	status	also	means	it	is	something	of	a	hybrid,	competing	as	it	
does	in	highly	specialised	markets.	Like	its	peers	such	as	Abu	Dhabi,	Calgary	and	Oslo	it	has	a	

City	 Rank,	2015‐2017	 Change	in	rank,	
2012‐2014	to	2015‐

2017	
Sydney	 14	 0	

Melbourne	 22	 1	

Brisbane	 36	 20	

Adelaide	 45	 24	

Perth	 59	 ‐12	



superior	 liveability	 equation	 in	 its	 region,	 and	 it	 also	 historically	 has	 lacked	 diversity	 but	 is	
changing	rapidly.	Adelaide’s	 size	and	global	 reach	means	 that	 it	 is	 currently	a	 candidate	 ‘New	
World	City’.	

Figure	7:	Stylised	typology	of	global	cities	

	

The	gap	between	performance	and	perception	

Australia’s	 cities	 perform	 noticeably	 better	 in	 benchmarks	where	 a	 perception	 component	 is	
included	–	for	example,	when	a	survey	of	global	executives,	local	staff	or	global	audiences	are	a	
big	part	of	a	global	study.	The	average	position	of	the	five	Australian	cities	in	performance‐led	
benchmarks	 is	 40th	 out	 of	 100	 top	 cities,	 whereas	 their	 average	 position	 when	 measuring	
perception	is	much	higher,	at	28th.	This	jump	is	much	higher	than	in	the	cases	of	Canada,	Germany,	
Japan,	USA	or	Scandinavia.	

All	 Australian	 cities	 make	 a	 substantial	 jump	 in	 their	 median	 position	 in	 perception‐based	
measures,	 with	 Melbourne	 and	 Brisbane	 jumping	 nine	 places	 among	 100	 global	 cities,	 and	



Adelaide	and	Perth	moving	up	more	than	15	places.	For	example,	while	Brisbane’s	performance	
is	overall	on	a	par	with	Philadelphia	and	Houston,	in	perception	benchmarks	it	is	competing	with	
Barcelona	and	Seoul.	

Table	5:		Australian	standing	in	performance	versus	perception	measures	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
Based	on	The	Business	of	Cities	analysis,	2018	

	

On	the	one	hand,	the	strong	perception	of	Australia’s	cities	by	global	audiences	is	a	big	advantage,	
as	it	drives	the	decisions	of	visitors,	investors,	entrepreneurs	and	future	residents.	On	the	other	
hand,	the	fact	that	the	reality	of	their	on‐the‐ground	performance	is	some	way	below	perception	
is	a	risk,	 in	that	it	can	be	a	source	of	disappointment	if	Australia’s	cities	fail	to	live	up	to	their	
brand	promise.	It	can	also	mean	that	if	the	deficits	and	weaknesses	of	Australian	cities	‘catch	up’	
in	the	global	mind,	their	attraction	and	appeal	to	future	generations	could	be	eroded	over	time.	

In	 many	 respects,	 these	 figures	 illustrate	 that	 the	 high	 historic	 international	 standing	 of	
Australian	cities	has	been	achieved	by	virtue	of	their	inherited	assets	of	location,	climate,	nature,	
and	 positive	 national	 character/brand	 appeal	 associated	 with	 lifestyle.	 As	 the	 challenge	 to	
manage	urban	population	growth	and	metropolitan	economic	transition	become	more	acute,	the	
judgement	about	Australian	cities	will	be	based	much	more	on	the	quality	of	governance,	policy	
impact,	investments	and	interventions	made.	The	ability	of	Australian	to	better	manage	multiple	
cycles	 of	 growth,	 to	 resolve	 investment	 deficits,	 and	 to	 address	 the	 challenging	 externalities	
associated	with	growth	and	change	will	be	at	the	fore.	

	 	

City	 Position	across	all	
benchmarks	measuring	
performance	only	

Position	across	all	
benchmarks	containing	a	
perception	component	

Sydney	 15th	 10th		

Melbourne	 23rd	 14th		

Brisbane	 43rd	 32nd		

Adelaide	 58th		 40th		

Perth	 61st	 42nd	



5.	 How	do	Australia’s	big	five	cities	perform	in	specific	dimensions	of	
urban	performance?	

Overview	

Australian	cities	are	measured	frequently	in	global	benchmarks	and	studies,	in	areas	as	varied	as	
competitiveness,	quality	of	 life,	 talent,	 innovation,	 infrastructure,	smartness,	 image,	brand	and	
influence	 see	 Table	 6 .	When	we	 review	 Australian	 cities’	 performance	 in	more	 detail,	 it	 is	
apparent	that	there	are	big	gaps	between	the	areas	where	as	a	group	they	excel	and	where	they	
struggle	in	global	terms.	

Table	6:	Sample	of	Australian	cities’	performance	in	benchmarks	produced	in	2017	
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#	of	cities	
assessed	

200	 200	 707	 231	 100	 100	 500	 100	 189	 100	 100	 101	 100	

Sydney	 65	 28	 10	 11	 13	 86	 14	 61	 161	 12	 51	 1	 25	

Melbourne	 96	 50	 30	 16	 5	 66	 25	 55	 132	 10	 55	 2	 38	

Brisbane	 142	 61	 90	 37	 20	 90	 59	 45	 94	 ‐	 48	 46	 46	

Perth	 39	 131	 87	 22	 50	 94	 82	 19	 85	 41	 87	 36	 52	

Adelaide	 180	 108	 135	 28	 44	 ‐	 177	 57	 90	 6	 ‐	 44	 ‐	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 Highly	competitive	
performance	 	 Weak	

performance	 	 	 	 	 	
	

In	this	section,	we	review	and	highlight	Australian	cities’	performance	in	the	following	areas:	

 Higher	education	
 Quality	of	life	and	environment	
 Transport	and	infrastructure	
 Innovation	eco‐system	
 Housing	
 Destination,	culture	and	visitor	economy.	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Australian	cities’	strengths	

On	average,	Australia’s	big	cities	perform	very	well	 in	 terms	of	 lifestyle,	diversity	and	natural	
physical	assets.	In	these	areas	Australian	cities	collectively	match	some	of	the	leading	cities	in	the	
world.	The	strengths	and	weaknesses	are	explored	in	turn	in	the	following	sections.	

Areas	of	strength	and	weakness	of	the	big	five	Australian	cities,	relative	to	100	other	global	cities*	

Culture,	diversity	and	openness	 Natural	environment	and																					Quality	of	life	
sustainability			

		
Destination	reach		 	 	 Research,	innovation	and	tech						Transport	and	infrastructure	

	

However,	Australian	cities	are	collectively	much	weaker	in	measures	of	transport,	infrastructure,	
innovation,	technology,	and	the	size	and	scale	of	the	visitor	economy.	Some	of	these	weaknesses	
can	be	attributed	to	Australia’s	relatively	remote	location	and	cannot	be	easily	changed,	but	most	
reflect	internal	deficits.		

Investment	attraction	

The	attraction	of	foreign	investment	has	been	a	major	driver	of	the	last	cycle	for	Australian	cities,	
and	they	have	established	themselves	as	top	performers.	Since	the	global	financial	crisis,	Sydney,	
Perth	 and	Melbourne	 all	 feature	 among	 the	 top	 15	 for	 Foreign	 Direct	 Investment	 per	 capita	
globally	among	more	than	120	top	cities.1	This	puts	them	well	above	most	European	continental	
cities	and	vastly	ahead	of	most	its	South	West	USA	counterparts.	

	

	

	

	

	 	

Position/100	 City	

21	 Dusseldorf	

22	 Dublin	

22	 Australian	cities	

24	 Madrid	

25	 Atlanta	

Position/100	 City	
19	 London	

20	 Ottawa	

20	 Australian	cities	

22	 Auckland	

23	 Hamburg	

Position/100	 City	

20	 Hamburg	

20	 Frankfurt		

22	 Australian	cities	

22	 Copenhagen	

24	 Stockholm	

Position/100	 City	

47	 Hamburg	

47	 Port	Louis	

49	 Australian	cities	

49	 Boston	

50	 Budapest	

Position/100	 City	

40	 Stuttgart	

40	 Atlanta	

42	 Australian	cities	

43	 Beijing	

43	 Taipei	

Position/100	 City	

39	 Shanghai	

39	 Brussels	

41	 Australian	cities	

41	 Beijing	

43	 San	Diego	



Table	7:	Real	estate	investment	attraction	in	Australia’s	big	five	cities	compared	to	Canada’s	big	five	
	

Commercial	
attraction	
index	rank	

/‐	
since	
2016	

Volume	of	
real	estate	
investment	

rank	

/‐	
since	
2016	

Commercial	attraction	index	
peers	

Volume	of	real	estate	investment	peers	

Sydney	 29	 ‐2	 18	 ‐4	 Delhi,	Dubai,	Houston	 Dallas,	Atlanta,	Singapore	

Toronto	 30	 ‐5	 19	 ‐1	 	

Melbourne	 45	 ‐	 27	 ‐5	 Milan,	Taipei,	Seattle	 Berlin,	Miami,	San	Diego	

Montreal	 62	 6	 52	 ‐3	 	

Vancouver	 82	 ‐6	 48	 11	

Brisbane	 85	 ‐10	 47	 ‐1	 Karachi,	Kolkata,	Stuttgart	 Honolulu,	Moscow,	Copenhagen	

Calgary	 105	 ‐10	 68	 11	 	

Perth	 110	 ‐11	 84	 ‐3	 Birmingham,	Nanjing,	Beirut	 Zurich,	Shenzhen,	Guangzhou	

Adelaide	 154	 ‐8	 96	 ‐11	 Santo	Domingo,	Xian,	Tehran	 Rotterdam,	Cleveland,	St	Louis	
Edmonton	 218	 ‐20	 135	 ‐3	 	

	

Through	much	of	the	last	cycle,	Australian	cities	have	also	experienced	a	significant	rise	in	real	
estate	 investment,	 including	 from	 cross‐border	 locations.	 As	 Table	 7	 shows,	 they	 also	
outperformed	their	Canadian	counterparts	in	terms	of	real	estate	investment.		

However,	 Canadian	 cities	 are	 now	 experiencing	 an	 upturn	 in	 their	 investment	 appeal	 and	
investment	 attraction,	while	 all	 of	 Australia’s	 cities	 have,	 in	 relative	 terms,	 slipped	 down	 the	
rankings	as	growth	patterns	in	other	global	regions	become	more	favourable	to	investors.	

Higher	education:	one	of	the	top	export	sectors	for	the	future	

One	of	Australian	cities’	major	competitive	advantages	is	the	size,	quality	and	internationalisation	
of	its	higher	education	sector.	In	terms	of	number	of	students	at	top	universities,	and	number	of	
international	students,	Melbourne	and	Sydney	are	world	class	and	outperform	all	of	their	main	
peers	including	Toronto,	Los	Angeles	and	Montreal	 see	Figures	8	and	9 .		

Brisbane	also	emerges	as	a	highly	competitive	destination	for	higher	education	and	is	one	of	the	
leading	cities	in	the	world	for	its	size	in	this	respect.	Perth	and	Adelaide	also	perform	well,	albeit	
at	a	lower	scale.	The	results	emphasise	the	privileged	position	of	Australian	cities	vis‐à‐vis	the	
fast‐growing	Asia‐Pacific	student	market,	and	the	need	to	protect	this	advantage	as	more	cities	
invest	in	their	own	higher	education	offer.	



	
Figure	8:	Total	number	of	students	at	top	1,000‐ranked	universities	
	

	
Source:	QS	 2018 	

	
Figure	9:	International	students	at	top	1,000‐ranked	universities	
	

	
Source:	QS	 2018 	



Liveability	and	air	pollution	

Australia’s	cities	maintain	their	strong	position	in	quality	of	life	assessments.	One	contributing	
factor	is	low	air	pollution.	While	other	cities	struggle	badly	with	these	challenges,	the	Australian	
big	five	are	well	below	the	average	pollution	rate	among	peers.	Only	Canada	achieves	a	better	
record	as	a	national	group	of	cities.	

Figure	10:	Air	particle	pollution	in	Australia’s	big	five	cities	versus	peers	

Source:	
Numbeo/WHO	 2017 	

Australian	cities’	weaknesses:	

Transport	and	infrastructure	

As	more	data	becomes	available	with	which	to	compare	transport	and	infrastructure	systems	in	
cities,	it	is	apparent	that	Australian	cities	are	some	way	behind	their	counterparts	elsewhere.	This	
is	a	reflection	of	a	number	of	different	issues:	

 Higher	than	average	congestion	
 Lower	than	average	public	transport	coverage	
 Growing	commute	distances	
 Lengthening	commute	times	and	journey	times	
 Low	digital/internet	speeds	
 High	carbon	intensity	of	infrastructure	systems	
 Relatively	low	density	urban	forms	leading	to	lower	public	transport	suitability.	

	

As	Figure	11	shows,	the	average	commuting	distance	in	Australia’s	cities	is	second	only	to	cities	
in	the	United	States,	and	is	around	twice	as	long	as	many	Western	European	cities.	Similarly,	the	
average	commute	time	is	also	well	above	cities	in	European	countries,	although	still	somewhat	
lower	than	in	cities	of	North	America.	



Figure	11:	Average	public	transport	commuting	distances	and	commuting	times	of	Australia’s	big	five	
cities	versus	large	cities	of	eight	other	OECD	nations	

	 	 	
Source:	Moovit	 2017 .	
	

Worsening	traffic	congestion	is	another	reason	why	Australian	cities	perform	weakly	in	transport	
measures.	Melbourne	and	Sydney	have	seen	peak‐period	congestion	levels	rise	significantly	since	
2008,	and	both	are	now	in	the	bottom	third	of	cities	globally	on	this	measure	 131st	and	160th	out	
of	189	respectively .		

As	Table	8	shows,	compared	to	metropolitan	areas	of	similar	size,	only	Brisbane	and	Melbourne	
are	in	the	middle	of	their	peer	group	for	congestion	–	Perth,	Adelaide	and	Sydney	are	near	the	
bottom.	This	has	caused	average	commute	times	 in	Australia’s	cities	to	rise	by	more	than	 five	
minutes	per	journey	since	the	early	2000s.2	As	Figure	12	illustrates,	Sydney's	commute	times	are	
now	well	above	the	norm	compared	to	their	population.	

Figure	12:	Congestion	 level	of	Australian	cities,	based	on	average	delay	 in	peak	hours	versus	non‐peak	
journeys	

	

Source:	TomTom	 2018 .	



Table	8:	Congestion	in	Australia’s	big	five	cities	compared	to	metropolitan	areas	of	similar	population	and	
economic	size	

Cities	 of	 2m	 or	
below	

Cities	 of	 2.1‐
3.5m	

Cities	of	3.5‐5m	 Cities	of	5m‐7m	 Cities	of	7m	or	above	

51	 Edmonton	 69	 Las	Vegas	 25	 Phoenix		 97	 Frankfurt	 134	 Kuala	Lumpur	
53	 Calgary	 88	 San	Diego	 104	 Montreal	 106	 Berlin	 146	 Hong	Kong	
66	 Copenhagen	 94	 Brisbane	 132	 Melbourne	 114	 Munich	 166	 Taipei	
85	 Perth	 98	 Stockholm	 160	 San	Francisco	 117	 Toronto	 178	 Los	Angeles	
90	 Adelaide	 156	 Vancouver	 161	 Sydney	 129	 Hamburg	 	 	
109	 Oslo	 	 	 	 	 135	 Singapore	 	 	

	

Figure	13:	Relationship	between	commute	times	and	city	population	
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One	of	the	major	contributors	to	relatively	long	commute	times	in	Australian	cities	is	the	very	low	
densities	compared	to	global	peers.	Four	of	the	five	largest	Australian	cities	have	among	the	lowest	
density	 built	 up	 areas	 relative	 to	 their	 peers	 and	 are	 only	 comparable	with	 sprawling	North	
American	 cities	 such	 Las	 Vegas	 and	 Phoenix	 see	 Table	 9 .	 Sydney’s	 built‐up	 area	 density	 is	
somewhat	higher,	but	is	still	substantially	lower	than	the	average	of	its	global	peers.	The	low‐
density	built	form	erodes	the	business	case	for	public	transport.	



Table	9:	Density	of	built‐up	areas	

City	
Built‐up	
land	area	
sq.	km 	

Built‐up	
density	
inh./sq.	
km 	

Hong	Kong	 285	 25,700	

Singapore	 518	 11,200	

Taipei	 1,140	 7,500	

Fukuoka	 557	 4,700	

Munich	 466	 4,300	

Stockholm	 414	 3,700	

Kuala	Lumpur	 2,124	 3,600	

Oslo	 290	 3,200	

Berlin	 1,347	 3,000	

Frankfurt	 648	 3,000	

Toronto	 2,300	 2,800	

Montreal	 1,294	 2,700	

Gothenburg	 215	 2,700	

Hamburg	 777	 2,700	

Vancouver	 876	 2,600	

Los	Angeles	 6,299	 2,300	

San	Francisco	 2,865	 2,100	

Calgary	 586	 2,100	

Stuttgart	 479	 2,100	

Copenhagen	 616	 2,000	

Sydney	 2,037	 1,900	

Edmonton	 573	 1,900	

Helsinki	 641	 1,800	

Las	Vegas	 1,080	 1,700	

San	Diego	 1,896	 1,600	

Melbourne	 2,543	 1,500	

Adelaide	 852	 1,300	

Phoenix	 3,225	 1,200	

Perth	 1,566	 1,000	

Brisbane	 1,972	 1,000	
Source:	Demographia	World	Urban	Areas	 2017 		

	

	
	

	

Weak	digital	connectivity	 is	a	 further	area	of	competitive	disadvantage	 for	Australia’s	 cities.	A	
number	of	benchmarks	have	illustrated	this	point	in	recent	years,	while	recent	data	suggests	that	
Melbourne,	Brisbane	and	Perth	have	particular	challenges	in	this	area.	

Figure	14:	Average	built‐up	density	across	five	largest	cities	

		

Source:	Demographia	World	Urban	Areas	 2017  



Figure	15:	Average	combined	download	and	upload	speeds	in	Australian	cities	versus	four	other	
countries,	2017/18	

	

Source:	www.testmy.net	

Talent	and	innovation	

Australian	 cities	 have	 been	 improving	 their	 position	 in	 rankings	 of	 human	 capital.	 Indices	 of	
education	and	higher	education	have	routinely	rated	cities	from	Sydney	to	Adelaide	in	the	top	20	
globally.	These	scores	have	underpinned	much	of	Australia’s	strong	performance	in	 liveability	
and	sustainability	benchmarks	 e.g.	EIU	Liveability	Survey,	Arcadis	Sustainability	Index 	over	the	
laset	decade,	even	though	in	other	sub‐themes	of	these	benchmarks	 e.g.	Infrastructure,	Resource	
Efficiency ,	they	score	less	well.	

However,	 these	 strong	 human	 capital	 measures	 have	 not	 yet	 been	 translated	 into	 a	 dynamic	
innovation	economy.	The	evidence	suggests	that	Australian	cities	are	playing	‘catch	up’	in	terms	
of	 fostering	an	innovation	eco‐system	and	scaling	innovative	firms.	In	2thinknow’s	Innovation	
Index,	 Australia’s	 cities	 have	 largely	 been	 improving,	 but	 from	 a	 low	 base,	 and	 their	 overall	
positions	are	 typically	 below	 their	positions	 in	other	 global	measures	of	 finance,	professional	
services	or	commodities‐related	activity.	Perth	and	Adelaide	record	especially	modest	scores	in	
this	index,	although	Perth	has	improved	significantly	since	2016.	

	 	



	

Table	10:		Australian	cities’	performance	in	2thinknow	Innovation	Index	compared	to	global	peers	
	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
	

Source:	2thinknow	Consulting	Global	Innovation	Cities	Index	2016‐17	 measures	500	cities	
globally 	
	
	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

#	 City	
4	 San	Francisco	
6	 Los	Angeles	
7	 Singapore	
8	 Toronto	
14	 Sydney	
15	 Munich	
17	 Berlin	
19	 Montreal	
24	 Vancouver	
25	 Melbourne	
31	 Stockholm	
33	 Copenhagen	
35	 Hong	Kong	
36	 San	Diego	
38	 Stuttgart	
39	 Oslo	
40	 Hamburg	
41	 Frankfurt	
46	 Helsinki	
59	 Brisbane	
63	 Phoenix	
66	 Las	Vegas	
72	 Taipei	
82	 Perth	
83	 Calgary	
92	 Kuala	Lumpur	
127	 Edmonton	
156	 Fukuoka	
177	 Adelaide	
184	 Gothenburg	



Figure	16:	Australian	cities’	performance	in	the	largest	review	of	innovation	cities,	2013‐2017	

	

Source:	2thinknow	

2018	data	on	innovative	firms	also	suggests	that	the	innovation	eco‐system	has	some	maturing	to	
do,	and	that	scaling	up	international	calibre	companies	is	a	challenge	for	all	of	Australia’s	big	five	
cities.	 Sydney	 has	 the	 most	 developed	 base	 of	 innovative	 technology‐oriented	 firms,	 the	 6th	
highest	 number	 of	 the	 25	 cities	 compared,	 but	 like	Melbourne,	 relative	 to	 its	 firm	 count,	 the	
number	of	internationally	top‐ranked	firms	is	lower	than	the	likes	of	Vancouver	and	Stockholm,	
and	vastly	below	cities	of	similar	economic	size	such	as	Toronto	and	San	Diego.		



Figure	17:	Number	of	innovative	firms,	and	number	of	top	5,000	ranked	firms,	in	Australia’s	big	five	and	
peer	cities	

	
Source:	Crunchbase	

Perth,	Adelaide	and	Brisbane	all	record	modest	results	in	both	number	of	innovative	firms,	and	
especially	in	terms	of	breakthrough	companies.	At	a	global	level,	the	three	cities	perform	weaker	
in	 this	measure	 than	 they	 do	 in	 terms	 of	 higher	 education	 or	 public	 R&D	 investment,	which	
suggests	that	the	system	for	commercialisation	of	knowledge	and	innovation	is	below	where	it	
should	be.	



Venture	capital	data	also	suggest	Australian	cities	are	in	catch	up	mode.	Sydney,	Melbourne	and	
Brisbane	have	all	improved	the	relative	amount	of	venture	capital	attracted	in	2016‐2017,	versus	
their	 historic	 averages	 see	Table	11 .	However,	 their	 global	 ranks	 38th,	 47th,	 71st 	 are	 again	
below	what	would	be	expected	relative	to	their	performance	in	other	economic	measures	and	
their	peers	are	typically	cities	in	Europe	with	smaller	populations	and	less	economic	clout.	This	
suggests	that	there	is	work	to	be	done	to	ensure	Australia’s	cities	punch	at,	or	above,	their	weight	
in	terms	of	the	future	innovation	economy.	

Table	11:	Amount	of	venture	capital	investment	attracted,	2016‐2017	and	since	2004‐2017	

Adelaide	outside	top	100	cities	measured.	Source:	Pitchbook.	Based	on	October	2016‐October	2017.	

Housing	affordability	

The	rising	cost	of	house	prices	and	renting	in	Australia’s	big	cities	also	has	an	impact	on	their	
relative	affordability	internationally.	
		
Figure	18.	Housing	affordability	in	metropolitan	areas,	based	on	house	price	to	median	income	ratio	

	
Source:	14th	Annual	Demographia	International	Housing	Affordability	Survey,	2018.	*Data	only	available	for	English	
speaking	regions.		

Sydney	and	Melbourne	are	now	two	of	the	most	unaffordable	metropolitan	markets	in	the	world	
and	substantially	more	expensive	than	nearly	all	North	American	and	European	metros.	Perth,	
Brisbane	and	Adelaide	have	also	become	more	expensive	relative	 to	peers	of	 similar	 size	and	
wealth.	This	has	a	significant	impact	on	talent	appeal,	labour	market	mobility,	and	other	economic	
and	spatial	trends.	

	
Total	VC	
investment	
last	year	

2016
/17	
VC	
rank	

All	
time	
VC	
rank	

Recent	
change	

Peers	based	on	last	year	VC	investment	

Sydney	 171.2m	 38	 43	 5	 Vancouver,	Munich,	Barcelona,	Vienna	

Melbourne	 77.9m	 47	 57	 10	 Warsaw,	Copenhagen,	Oslo,	Brussels	

Brisbane	 16.3m	 71	 75	 4	 Lyon,	Osaka,	Utrecht,	Santiago	

Perth	 6.7m	 79	 79	 ‐	 Glasgow,	Rio	de	Janeiro,	Tallinn,	Valencia	



Australia’s	relative	housing	unaffordability	is	compounded	by	the	country’s	high	level	of	income	
inequality.	Although	average	city	or	regional	level	data	is	not	available,	Australia	has	the	second	
highest	GINI	 coefficient,	 a	measure	of	 income	or	wealth	distribution,	behind	South	West	USA,	
which	is	known	globally	for	its	high	levels	of	income	inequality.		

Figure	19:	National‐level	income	inequality	 GINI	coefficient 	

	
Source:	OECD.	*Comparative	data	 for	Smart	Asia	not	available.	**Higher	GINI	coefficient	 	more	unequal	 income	distribution.	***	
South	West	USA	in	this	case	refers	to	national‐level	data.		

Destination	power	and	visitor	economy	

In	 general,	 Australian	 cities	 perform	 well	 for	 destination	 appeal	 and	 their	 ability	 to	 attract	
international	visitors.	Sydney,	in	particular,	emerges	as	a	top‐class	destination,	attracting	over	85	
million	international	tourist	nights	in	2015	 see	Figure	20 .	Melbourne,	Brisbane	and	Perth	also	
hold	their	own	for	this	measure;	especially	given	Melbourne’s	significant	 18% 	increase	in	the	
number	of	international	nights	stayed	since	2015.		

Although	Australian	cities’	distance	from	large	markets	mean	they	are	typically	near	the	bottom	
in	 terms	 of	 total	 international	 visitor	 arrivals,	 they	 do	 perform	well	 globally	 in	 measures	 of	
international	 visitor	 spend.	 Sydney,	Melbourne	and	Brisbane	all	 rank	among	 the	 top	20	Asia‐
Pacific	destinations	for	this	measure,	and	all	five	cities	have	seen	an	increase	in	spending	since	
2015.		



Figure	20:	Millions	of	nights	stayed	by	international	visitors	in	Australia’s	largest	big	five	and	Smart	Asia	
cities.	

	

Source:	MasterCard	Asia	Pacific	Destination	Cities	Index	 2017 .	*Data	for	Adelaide	 2017 4	and	Fukuoka	 2016 5	based	on	latest	
national	figures.	

Australia’s	 cities	 find	 themselves	 in	 an	 increasingly	 competitive	 global	 visitor	 economy.	
Benchmarks	 measuring	 tourism	 flows,	 number	 of	 meetings,	 and	 amount	 of	 airport	 traffic,	
highlight	that	even	as	their	visitor	markets	grow,	their	global	performance	is	slipping	as	more	and	
more	cities	become	desirable	locations	competing	for	short	and	longer‐term	visitors.	

All	five	Australian	cities	have	fallen	down	the	global	rankings	of	international	meetings	hosted	
between	 2012	 and	 2017,	 for	 example,	 especially	 Brisbane,	 Perth	 and	 Adelaide.	 Meanwhile,	
measures	of	the	number	of	global	connections	also	show	relative	decline	as	other	cities	become	
much	more	connected.	All	five	cities	are	among	the	bottom	half	of	their	peer	group	for	direct	air	
links.	

Figure	21	:Australian	cities’	performance	for	rotating	international	meetings,	2012‐2016	

	

Source:	ICCA	



While	some	of	these	trends	reflect	wider	geo‐economic	change	 especially	the	rise	of	Asia‐Pacific	
cities	and	visitor	markets 	and	geographical	realities	that	are	hard	to	alter,	they	do	suggest	an	
imperative	 for	 Australian	 cities	 to	 continue	 investing	 in	 improved	 global	 connectivity	 and	 to	
provide	even	more	compelling	propositions	to	global	customers.		

Table	12:	Number	of	direct	overseas	air	connections	and	global	rank	
	

Number	of	
direct	flight	
connections	

to	
international	

cities	

2016	global	
rank	

2014	global	
rank	

	

Frankfurt	 278	 3	 3	 ‐	
Munich	 217	 6	 7	 1	
Toronto	 154	 17	 17	 ‐	
Berlin	 150	 18	 22	 4	
Hong	Kong	 147	 20	 19	 ‐1	
Copenhagen	 144	 33	 16	 ‐17	
Stockholm	 131	 28	 24	 ‐4	
Singapore	 129	 29	 29	 ‐	
Oslo	 119	 31	 29	 ‐2	
Taipei	 113	 34	 32	 ‐2	
Helsinki	 110	 36	 49	 13	
Kuala	Lumpur	 103	 40	 34	 ‐6	
Hamburg	 101	 44	 44	 ‐	
Montreal	 98	 46	 44	 ‐4	
Stuttgart	 95	 48	 49	 3	
Los	Angeles	 78	 67	 73	 6	
Vancover	 60	 98	 93	 ‐5	
Gothenburg	 50	 130	 127	 ‐3	
Sydney	 46	 139	 127	 ‐12	
Calgary	 44	 145	 140	 ‐5	
San	Francisco	 43	 150	 150	 ‐	
Melbourne	 29	 222	 206	 ‐16	
Brisbane	 27	 238	 225	 ‐13	
Las	Vegas	 25	 259	 238	 ‐21	
Edmonton	 22	 266	 214	 ‐52	
Phoenix	 20	 302	 273	 ‐29	
Fukuoka	 19	 315	 281	 ‐34	
Perth	 17	 347	 305	 ‐42	
Adelaide	 7	 598	 639	 ‐41	

Source:	Rome2Rio	

Cultural	amenities	

Australian	cities	perform	 fairly	well	 in	measures	of	 culture	 that	 reflect	number	of	attractions,	
outdoor	 lifestyle	 and	 demographic	 diversity.	 The	 strong	 media,	 information	 and	 research	
availability	 also	 contribute	 to	 strong	 scores	 which	 drive	 the	 cities’	 high	 performance	 in	 soft	
measures	of	city	performance.	There	is	also	evidence	to	suggest	that	they	lack	a	critical	mass	of	
leading	cultural	assets	commensurate	with	their	aspirations	to	be	global	cities.	The	number	of	



museums	and	theatres	shows	that	only	Sydney	can	be	compared	with	its	North	American	and	
European	counterparts.	Melbourne	and	Brisbane	are	below	the	average,	alongside	cities	such	as	
Frankfurt	and	Helsinki,	while	Adelaide	and	Perth	are	at	the	very	bottom	among	30	global	cities.	
Overall,	Australia’s	big	five	cities	have	substantially	fewer	of	these	important	cultural	institutions	
than	their	counterparts	elsewhere.	

Figure	22:	Number	of	museums	and	theatres	in	Australia’s	cities	compared	to	international	peers	

	

Source:	Tripadvisor	 2018 .	

Global	benchmarks	and	the	National	Cities	Performance	Framework	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Australia’s	 new	 National	 Cities	 Performance	 Framework	 sets	 a	 new	 standard	 of	 evidence	
gathering	and	monitoring	for	Australian	cities.	It	identifies	16	‘contextual	indicators’	and	30	‘city	
performance	indicators’,	which	have	strong	alignment	with	the	themes	studied	in	this	paper.	The	
Framework	provides	a	common	evidence	base	and	attends	to	things	that	can	change	if	effective	
interventions	are	made	at	the	local	level,	rather	than	inherited	attributes	that	the	cities	can	do	
little	about.	 It	provides	a	user‐friendly	platform	for	assessing	the	unintended	consequences	of	
growth	and	evaluating	the	urbanisation	process	in	Australia	as	a	whole.	

A	number	of	datasets	and	insights	produced	by	the	Framework	highlight	further	challenges	with	
the	Australian	cities’	development	model.	

i. Australia	 is	an	 international	outlier	 for	how	 few	 residents	 in	 its	main	 cities	 live	 in	
apartments,	and	also	in	terms	of	how	many	dwellings	are	owner	occupied	(see	Figure	
23).	This	is	important,	as	high	levels	of	ownership	generally	tend	to	lead	to	“stickier”	labour	
markets	and	dis‐incentivise	people	to	move	in	search	of	jobs.	Across	Australia’s	big	five	cities,	
the	 average	 number	 of	 homes	 that	 are	 houses	 is	 81	per	 cent,	 (65%	detached,	 16%	 semi‐
detached).	This	compares	with	a	global	peer	average	closer	to	50	per	cent,	and	figures	as	low	
as	11	per	cent	in	Berlin.6	
	

Figure	23:	Share	of	dwellings	that	are	owner‐occupied 

 
Sources:	2016	Census	data.	*German	data	based	on	weighted	average	of	cities	and	states	in	metropolitan	region	by	relative	population	size	
see	appendix	for	methodology .	

	



ii. Australia’s	 big	 five	 cities	 have	 populations	with	 higher	 educational	 attainment	 than	most	
other	Australian	cities.	After	Canberra,	Melbourne	and	Sydney	lead	the	way	with	27	per	cent	
and	 28	 per	 cent	 of	 bachelor’s	 degree	 attainment	 respectively,	 while	 Brisbane,	 Perth	 and	
Adelaide	are	 in	 the	21‐24	per	cent	range.	But	 internationally,	higher	attainment	 is	still	
modest.	More	than	15	US	metropolitan	areas	have	higher	attainments	than	either	Sydney	or	
Melbourne,	 including	 peers	 such	 as	 San	 Francisco	 (38%)	 and	 San	Diego	 (30%).	 Although	
Brisbane,	Perth	and	Adelaide	all	outperform	Las	Vegas	and	San	Antonio,	they	are	behind	the	
likes	of	Phoenix,	Miami	and	Los	Angeles.	Australia’s	five	largest	cities	also	fall	behind	their	
Canadian	counterparts	for	this	measure	(see	Figure	24).7	

	

Figure	24:	Percentage	of	population	aged	15 	holding	a	bachelor’s	degree	or	higher	

	

Source:	2016	Census	data.	*Comparable	data	unavailable	for	other	peers.	

	

iii. Australia’s	biggest	cities	are	also	 its	most	public	 transport‐oriented.	Sydney	 leads	 the	way	
with	 23	 per	 cent	 of	 trips	 to	work	 taken	 by	 public	 transport,	 compared	 to	 16	 per	 cent	 in	
Melbourne,	11	per	cent	in	Brisbane,	10	per	cent	in	Perth	and	nine	per	cent	in	Adelaide.	These	
are	above	the	median	for	Australia’s	cities	which	is	just	five	per	cent,	and	well	above	the	US	
average.	But	three	of	the	five	Canadian	biggest	cities	have	public	transport	commute	shares	
above	Melbourne’s	(see	Figure	25).8	

	



Figure	25:	Share	of	public	transport	trips	to	work		

	

Sources:	National	Cities	Performance	Framework	Dashboard,	national	census	data.	  
 

iv. The	 National	 Cities	 Performance	 Framework’s	 greenhouse	 gas	 emissions	 data	 show	 that	
Perth	and	Brisbane	are	the	biggest	emitters,	at	20‐22	tonnes	of	gases	per	capita.	Adelaide	is	
approximately	 twice	as	efficient,	 and	 the	 leader	of	 the	big	 five,	 at	 just	over	11	 tonnes	per	
capita.	However,	these	figures	are	high	internationally.	San	Francisco	and	Los	Angeles	metros	
both	 record	 7.1	 tonnes	 while	 Las	 Vegas	 (8.0),	 San	 Diego	 (8.2),	 Phoenix	 (8.3)	 are	 all	
substantially	more	greenhouse	gas‐efficient. 

	

The	new	National	Cities	Performance	Framework	provides	an	important	catalyst	towards	more	
comparative	and	evidence‐led	evaluation.	In	the	next	cycle,	as	Australia’s	large	cities	increasingly	
outperform	regional	cities	on	many	measures,	it	will	also	be	important	to	continually	assess	their	
performance	 and	 progress	 against	 relevant	 global	 measures.	 The	 data	 highlighted	 here	 on	
educational	 attainment,	 dwelling	 types,	 public	 transport	 and	 carbon	 emissions	 all	 illustrate	
imperatives	for	an	accelerated	cycle	of	improvement.	

	

	

	

	
	 	



6. Growth	management	and	prospects	of	Australia’s	big	cities	
	

In	 this	 section	 we	 evaluate	 Australian	 cities’	 growth	 management	 and	 coordination.	 Each	
grouping	 of	 cities	 reviewed	 in	 this	 paper	 has	 its	 own	 distinctive	 history	 and	 tradition	 of	
governance	and	politics,	and	today	they	operate	in	their	own	individual	contexts	in	terms	of	the	
degree	of	powers	they	possess,	the	span	of	control	they	have	over	their	key	systems,	and	the	co‐
ordination	 between	 different	 governments	 and	 other	 players	 in	 the	 system.	 There	 is	 also	
variation	in	terms	of	how	much	scope	there	is	for	citizen	engagement,	democratic	accountability	
and	political	 transparency,	which	should	be	borne	 in	mind	when	making	comparisons.	 In	 this	
section	 we	 highlight	 three	 aspects	 growth	 management	 in	 Australia’s	 cities:	 governance;	
institutions	and	finance.	

6.1	 Governance	

In	comparison	to	international	peers,	most	of	Australia’s	big	cities	function	in	a	context	of	major	
local	 governance	 fragmentation.	The	 core	 city	 local	 government	 constitutes	 a	 smaller	 share	of	
metropolitan	population	in	Sydney,	Perth,	Adelaide	and	Melbourne	than	in	any	similar	OECD	city,	
by	some	distance.	Only	Brisbane,	whose	city	government	was	merged	in	1925,	has	a	large	enough	
core	city	government	to	compare	with	the	international	norm.	This	means	that	the	core	cities	of	
the	Australian	metros	are	often	not	able	to	‘lead’	their	regions	in	the	same	way	that	they	do	in	
many	other	OECD	countries,	and	there	is	a	higher	dependence	upon	Australian	state	governments	
to	produce	metropolitan	governance	solutions.	State	governments	in	Australia	do	not	yet	have	a	
strong	historic	track	record	in	prioritising	integrated	metropolitan	area	management.		



Figure	26:	Size	of	core	city	versus	metropolitan	area	 in	population 	of	Australia’s	big	five	cities	and	
global	peers	

	

Source:	The	Business	of	Cities	Research.	*Design	originally	prototyped	by	LSE	cities.		

As	Figure	27,	shows,	Australian	cities	might	benefit	from	the	fact	that	as	metropolitan	areas,	they	make	up	
the	majority	of	the	population	of	their	next	higher	tier	of	government	 the	state	government	level .	This	
share	 of	 metro‐based	 population	 within	 Australian	 states	 is	 now	 growing.	 This	 means	 that	 state	
governments	are	becoming	more	attentive	to	the	needs	of	metropolitan	areas	as	a	whole,	but	are	starting	
from	a	low	base,	and	continue	to	face	institutional	challenges	in	doing	so.	Although	Australian	cities	make	
up	a	larger	part	of	the	population	base	in	the	jurisdictions	of	higher	tier	authorities	than	in	cities	such	as	
Hamburg	or	San	Francisco,	where	the	next	higher	tier	of	government	is	much	larger	and	more	remote,	such	
cities	also	benefit	from	greater	local	powers	and	more	mature	metropolitan	governance.	Being	majority	
urban	states	should	also	be	something	of	an	advantage	for	Australian	metros,	as	many	cities	around	the	
world	are	penalised	by	political	and	representative	processes	which	explicitly	favour	rural	areas.	



Figure	27:	Size	of	metropolitan	areas	versus	next	higher	tier	of	government	

	

6.2	 Institutional	capacity	

In	many	nations	around	the	world,	state	or	national	governments	have	taken	key	responsibilities	
to	help	manage	their	cities	and	organise	metropolitan	areas.	In	Australia,	this	is	certainly	true,	
with	capable	state	governments	initiating	major	plans,	policies	or	governance	reforms	such	as	
Greater	Sydney	Commission,	Regional	Planning	in	SEQ,	Metronet	in	Perth,	and	Melbourne	2050	
and	 delivering	 them	 through,	 for	 example,	 Infrastructure	 Western	 Australia	 and	 Economic	
Development	Queensland.	

However,	 it	has	been	observed	by	global	analysts	 including	at	 the	OECD	and	World	Bank	that	
institutions	 at	 the	 metropolitan	 level	 are	 also	 important	 for	 managing	 growth	 effectively.	 In	
dozens	 of	 countries,	 higher	 tiers	 of	 government	 have	 entered	 processes	 including	 both	 the	
development	 of	 new	 metropolitan	 governance	 platforms	 and	 the	 devolution	 and	 de‐
centralisation	of	powers	 planning,	transport,	fiscal,	land	uses 	to	empower	their	metropolitan	
areas.	

Figure	28	highlights	the	size	and	reach	of	metropolitan	institutions	and	agencies	in	other	regions	
around	the	world.	Three	of	Australia’s	five	cities	do	not	have	any	functions	held	or	managed	at	
the	metropolitan	scale.	The	Greater	Sydney	Commission	and	Perth	Redevelopment	Authority	are	
two	 different	 examples	 of	 bodies	 with	 metropolitan	 reach.	 But	 in	 terms	 of	 fiscal	 capacity,	
employee	numbers	and	span	of	control	or	implementation	capabilities,	these	organisations	have	
quite	 limited	capacity.	Despite	promising	new	initiatives,	Australian	cities	are	not	yet	equipped	
with	the	governing	institutions	at	the	metropolitan	scale	to	manage	their	growth.	



Figure	28:	Size	of	metropolitan	governments,	authorities	and	agencies	in	terms	of	number	of	employees	

	

Source:	LinkedIn	 2018 	

By	comparison,	other	metropolitan	areas	have	much	larger,	better	resourced	and	more	powerful	
metropolitan	functions.	Cape	Town,	Portland,	Auckland	and	Istanbul	are	four	leading	examples.	
Others	metropolitan	authorities	with	medium‐level	budgetary	and	delivery	powers	include	the	
Greater	London	Authority,	the	Area	Metropolitana	Barcelona,	and	Metro	Vancouver.	There	are	
many	others,	ranging	from:	

 A	multi‐functional	metropolitan‐level	government	or	institution	
 A	single	municipality	 usually	amalgamated 	that	covers	the	vast	majority	of	a	

metropolitan	area	
 A	national	government	institution	dedicated	to	multi‐functional	capability	in	a	region	
 Metropolitan	planning	or	redevelopment	agencies	
 Other	single‐purpose	metropolitan	authorities	
 Integrated	promotional	or	investment	agencies.	

	

Where	they	do	exist,	Australia’s	metropolitan	bodies	at	present	are	more	recent,	much	smaller	
and	 less	 influential	 than	 many	 international	 counterparts	 see	 Table	 13 .	 Although	 state	
government	play	an	 increasingly	proactive	role	 to	support	 their	cities,	 the	global	 trend	would	
suggest	that	metropolitan	agencies,	institutions	and	governing	systems	are	also	required.	

	

	

	

	



Table	13.	The	size	and	span	of	international	metropolitan	bodies			

City  Name of organisation 
No. of years 
of experience 

Size and span of activities 

Brisbane  SEQ Council of Mayors  13 
Independent political advocacy for economic development, infrastructure and 
planning, and the environment; influencing other levels of govt to support 

regional growth. 

Sydney 
Greater Sydney 
Commission 

2 
Long‐term strategic planning (20‐ and 40‐year visions) – reports directly to NSW 
govt. Priority projects include Western Sydney City Deal and the metropolitan 

greenspace program. Budget = AU$22 million. 

Melbourne 
Metropolitan Planning 

Authority 
5 

Implement initiatives and visions set out in the Victorian govt’s metropolitan 
plan. Particular focus on transport, planning, and infrastructure coordination in 

key strategic areas. 

Perth  MetroNet  1 
Responsible for managing extensions to regional transport network. AU$ 1.34bn 
allocated for projects. Funding derived from reallocation of freight rail link and 

projected revenue from land sales and value capture. 

Perth 
Metropolitan 

Redevelopment 
Authority & LandCorp 

(From 2019) 
Amalgamation of powers of Metropolitan Redevelopment Authority – delivery 
arm of state govt’s planning portfolio – and Land Corp ‐ state govt’s land and 

development agency.  

San Francisco 
Association of Bay Area 
Governments (ABAG) 

57 
Regional planning agency dealing with land use, housing, environmental quality 
and economic development. Advisory organisation – limited statutory authority.  

San Francisco 
Metropolitan 
Transportation 
Commission 

48 
Regional transportation planning and financing. Designated as regional 

transportation planning agency by state govt, and as metropolitan planning 
organisation by federal govt. 130 employees.  

Singapore 
Urban Redevelopment 

Authority 
44 

Statutory board under Ministry of National Development. 
Responsibilities include long and medium‐term strategic planning; historic 

conservation and preservation and advising on architectural and urban design 
issues 

San Diego 
San Diego Association 

of Governments 
(SANDAG) 

38 
Regional, transport and land‐use planning. Advocacy for environment and 

climate change, public health and disaster resilience. Budget = USD$1.3 billion. 

Las Vegas 
Regional Transportation 

Commission  
37 

Metropolitan planning organisation for Southern Nevada. Oversees transport 
and regional planning process. Distributes funds from Federal Transit 

Administration.  

Phoenix 

 
Greater Phoenix 
Economic Council 

 

29 
Non‐profit investment promotion agency – represents 23 communities 
throughout metro area. Half of funding from Maricopa County and local 

communities, other half from private sector investors. 

Los Angeles 
Los Angeles County 

Metropolitan Transport 
Authority 

25 
Develops regional transport plans, policies and programs. 10,000 employees. 

Budget = USD$5.5bn. 

Montréal 
Communauté 

Métropolitaine de 
Montréal 

17 
Long‐term regional planning, economic development, social housing, public 

transport and environment.  
Budget = CAD$128mn. 

Stockholm 
Stockholm Business 

Region 
14 

Destination and brand marketing, investment promotion. Owned by city of 
Stockholm. Subsidiaries: Stockholm Visitors Board; Invest in Stockholm. 

Frankfurt 
Frankfurt‐Rhein‐Main 

GmbH 
13 

International marketing and foreign investment promotion. Works mainly 
overseas. Shareholders include cities, districts and chamber of commerce. 

Helsinki 
Helsinki Regional 

Transport Authority 
8 

Regional transport planning and improvement. Joint local authority. 370 
employees.  

2016 budget: surplus of EUR 19 million. 

Helsinki 
Helsinki Region 

Environmental Services 
6 

Water and waste management; air quality monitoring; promotion of regional 
climate change strategy.  

740 employees. 

Oslo  Oslo Business Region  4 
International profiling and regional brand management. Strategic regional 
development: clusters, tech and start‐ups. Statistics, research and analysis. 

	



6.3	 Finance	

It	has	been	well	established	that	the	cost	recovery	of	Australia’s	urban	public	transport	systems	
is	 low	by	 comparison	with	 global	 cities.	 Among	 a	 basket	 of	 cities	 in	North	America,	 Asia	 and	
Europe,	Australia’s	big	five	cities	are	rivalled	only	by	Orlando,	San	Antonio	and	Seattle	for	having	
30	per	cent	or	less	cost	recovery,	with	Sydney	and	Adelaide	among	the	weakest	performers.	This	
is	partly	because	the	cost	of	providing	transport	services	to	far‐flung	low‐density	areas	is	much	
greater	and	cost	recovery	is	often	less	than	half	than	in	more	densified	metropolitan	centres.9	

Figure	29:	Cost	recovery	for	public	transport	across	global	cities	

	

Sources:	LEK	Consulting,	2015;	SGS;	Auditor	General	for	British	Columbia;		

Most	 Australian	 state	 governments	 have	 been	 pursuing	 a	 ‘catch‐up’	 agenda	 in	 terms	 of	
infrastructure	investment.		However,	they	have	quickly	reached	the	limits	of	their	fiscal	capacity	
and	 financial	 headroom,	 despite	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 investment	 cycle	 will	 need	 to	 continue	 for	
several	 decades	 to	 keep	 up	 with	 growth.	 Australia	 faces	 a	 problem	 of	 declining	 capacity	 of	
government	budgets	and	balance	sheets	to	fund	new	infrastructure.	However,	unlike	many	other	
countries,	Australia	has	not	taken	a	clear	position	or	 identified	how	to	grow	funding	capacity,	
maximise	proceeds	 from	 leasing	or	 selling	assets,	 improve	 cost	and	 risk	 sharing	between	 the	
public	 and	private	 sectors	 and	different	 tiers	 of	 government,	 use	 value	 capture	 and	 recycling	
tools,	or	how	to	build	coordination	through	a	new	Commonwealth–state	funding	agreement.	

As	a	 result,	Australian	 cities	 currently	use	much	 less	PPP	and	 financial	 innovation	 than	other	
OECD	countries,	and	consequently	they	tend	to	depend	upon	what	public	 finance	budgets	can	
afford	within	any	short	cycle	rather	than	optimising	investment	to	meet	the	life	cycle	investment	
needs	of	key	infrastructures	and	assets.			



Looking	ahead:	Some	of	the	benchmarks	to	watch	

Across	 the	 300‐plus	 global	 benchmarks	 that	we	monitor,	many	 of	which	 are	 analysed	 in	 this	
paper,	 it	 is	 clear	which	metrics	 are	 strongly	 correlated	with	 overall	 city	 competitiveness	 and	
productivity.	In	addition	to	the	enhanced	data	observatories	being	developed,	five	widely	used	
and	available	metrics	should	be	monitored	as	indicators	of	Australian	cities’	progress	in	the	areas	
that	matter	to	their	future	competitiveness:		

i. UN‐Habitat’s	 Sustainable	 Urban	 Competitiveness	 Index	 provides	 a	 good	 insight	 into	
Australian	 cities’	 long‐term	 economic	 credentials,	 the	 success	 they	 are	 having	 at	
diversifying	their	economy,	and	gauges	the	success	of	investments	to	renew	the	physical	
and	social	fabric	of	the	cities.	

ii. Arcadis	Sustainable	Cities	Index	will	help	Australian	cities	to	assess	how	well	the	population	
growth	is	being	translated	into	environmental	efficiency	and	social	cohesion.	

iii. Compass	Startup	Genome	Ecosystem	ranking	will	be	a	good	benchmark	of	whether	one	or	
more	of	Australia’s	leading	cities	can	foster	a	world‐class	innovation	eco‐system.	

iv. Brookings	Global	Metro	Monitor	will	provide	a	lens	as	to	the	kinds	of	cities	that	Australia	is	
developing,	which	cities	they	are	competing	with	globally,	and	their	relative	productivity	
and	sector	mix.	

v. QS	Student	Cities	Index	reveals	how	Australian	cities	are	succeeding	in	the	global	race	for	
international	students	and	the	experience	they	are	offering.	
	

Summary	

Australian	cities	are	entering	a	new	cycle	of	population	growth,	and	economic	change,	in	a	global	
context	where	hundreds	of	cities	are	adjusting	to	compete	for	services,	trade,	talent,	investment,	
students,	visitors,	institutions,	events	and	other	contested	activity.	

The	analysis	presented	here	confirms	the	distinctive	pace	of	Australia’s	urban	growth	path,	and	
enduring	reputation	and	appeal	of	 its	biggest	cities,	and	 the	 ingredients	 they	possess	 to	pivot	
strongly	to	the	knowledge	and	innovation	economy	in	the	post‐resource	boom	cycle.	

Figure	30	provides	a	spidergram	which	outlines	the	average	overall	performance	of	Australia’s	
big	five	cities	compared	to	those	of	the	other	five	regions.	Input	data	for	the	spidergram	comes	
from	all	of	the	measures	detailed	in	this	study	where	more	than	two	regions	were	measured.10	It	
shows	 that	 in	many	of	 the	measurable	areas	most	 important	 to	competitive	success,	Australian	
cities	have	started	to	fall	behind.	



Figure	30:	Australia’s	big	five	cities’	collective	performance	in	key	areas	versus	peers	in	Canada,	South	
West	USA,	Germany,	Scandinavia	and	Smart	Asia		

	
*Performance	assessed	using	an	ELO	algorithm	 see	appendix	for	full	methodology,	tbc .	Average	performance	ranked	based	on	a	scale	in	which	the	
maximum	 minimum 	score	possible	was	the	maximum	 minimum 	score	achieved	by	any	national	set	of	5	cities	across	all	14	categories	measured.		

Across	the	paper,	the	breakdown	by	city	level	shows	that	Sydney	and	Melbourne	have	a	broadly	
similar	overall	profile,	relative	to	international	peers;	Melbourne	performs	stronger	in	transport	
and	 infrastructure	 measures,	 while	 Sydney’s	 business	 and	 innovation	 capacity	 is	 more	
competitive.		

Both	cities	however	share	important	deficits,	especially	relative	to	their	standing	among	the	25	
elite	cities	of	the	world.	They	have	infrastructure	systems	in	need	of	upgrades	to	compete	with	
their	Northern	Hemisphere	peers.	The	visitor	economy	and	cultural	pull	of	the	cities	has	room	to	
improve.	Housing	unaffordability	has	become	a	competitive	disadvantage.	Also,	critically,	growth	
management	 and	 co‐ordination	 mechanisms	 are	 missing	 or	 inadequate,	 relative	 to	 the	
adjustments,	reforms	and	innovations	underway	or	well‐established	in	other	parts	of	the	world.	

Meanwhile	 Brisbane’s	 overall	 performance	 reflects	 its	 improvement	 in	 recent	 years	 and	 its	
emerging	specialisations	and	identity	as	a	city	of	lifestyle,	education,	business	and	urban	amenity.	
Although	 recording	 very	 different	 growth	 patterns	 in	 recent	 years,	 Adelaide	 and	 Perth	 also	
maintain	 their	 international	 position	 and	 record	 important	 affordability	 and	 talent	 attraction	
advantages.	

However,	 the	overall	picture	 is	one	where	Australia’s	big	cities’	 current	 standing	appears	 to	be	
based	on	a	largely	inherited	quality	of	life,	and	a	set	of	assets	and	reputations	built	around	that.	
There	are	too	many	areas	where	they	are	now	below	average	among	their	peer	groups,	despite	the	
dividend	of	the	long	cycle	of	growth.	



This	 all	means	 that	 the	 next	 cycle	 of	 reform	 really	matters.	 The	 relative	 competitiveness	 and	
distinctiveness	of	Australia’s	cities	depends	on	the	success	of	 future	efforts	and	 interventions,	
whether	around	infrastructure	investment	and	placemaking,	metropolitan	governance	reforms,	
effective	 and	 persuasive	 leadership	 by	 and	 on	 behalf	 of	 cities,	 a	 much‐improved	 toolbox	 for	
implementation,	and	the	fostering	of	bipartisan	and	intergovernmental	coalitions.	
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DISCLAIMER	
	
While	the	material	contained	in	this	publication	is	based	on	information	which	the	Property	Council	of	
Australia	 including	its	director,	officers,	employees	and	agents,	hereafter	referred	to	as	the	Property	
Council 	understands	to	be	reliable,	its	accuracy	and	completeness	cannot	be	guaranteed.	The	Property	
Council	is	not	liable	and	accepts	no	responsibility	for	any	claim,	loss	or	damage	of	whatever	nature	
suffered	by	any	person	or	corporation	who	relies	or	seeks	to	rely	on	any	information,	advice	or	opinion	
contained	in	this	publication,	or	otherwise	given	by	the	Property	Council.	
 
 
 
 


