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Executive Summary Playgroup Australia Venues Project
Recent trends in venue access, quality and reliability suggest a new way forward in policy development is 
required for playgroup venues—at both a national and state/territory level. This report sets out the issues 
and challenges facing playgroups in their search for suitable venues. While there are no quick-fix solutions  
to resolve the venues situation, there are a range of opportunities and partnerships to consider. 

The brief for this project called for an exploration of alternative partnership arrangements with local 
governments, schools and developers. This report addresses these partnership options, along with the 
importance of working with planners and other community-based organisations with shared venue needs.  
It also suggests capitalising on information and communication technology (ICT) opportunities. 

The Venues Project involved research undertaken by Playgroup Australia (PA), with surveys of its state and 
territory associations (STA), discussions with national stakeholders, and reports from STA Chief Executive 
Officers (CEOs). Independent research and analysis was also conducted by Dr Ian McShane from RMIT. The 
findings from Dr McShane’s research paper offer a broader academic view of the current challenges facing 
local playgroup organisers.

This report proposes actions to address the threats and opportunities for playgroup venues. 

The Venues Project was completed in February 2015.
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Structure of the Venues Project report

This report includes the following sections:

•	 Executive	Summary

•	 Section	1:	 Where	Do	the	Children	Play?	 
 An academic paper by  
 Dr Ian McShane, RMIT

•	 Section	2:	 Current	Situation—Maps;	 
	 Current	Venues;	 
	 Coordinator	Survey	and	Analysis;	 
	 CEO	Reports;	Successful	 
 Interventions—South Australia,  
 Western Australia, Northern Territory

•	 Section	3:		Future	Directions	and	Action	Plan

Trends

According to Dr Ian McShane’s findings for  
the Venues Project, “The Australian model of  
self-directed community playgroups (CPs) has 
flourished for four decades, but there are concerns 
over its future viability. CPs gathered strength 
during the 1970s, a period of heightened interest 
in community participation and engagement 
… However, a range of social, economic and 
governmental changes, including changes in 
working life, the increasing regulation of early 
childhood education and care, and reform of 
the local government and not-for-profit (NFP) 
or community sectors, have impacted on the 
organisation of CPs and the places where they 
meet.” (p 3)
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The evidence base for change

Survey results, combined with insights from CEOs, 
provide a clear picture of the current challenges 
facing playgroups.

McShane notes on page 20, the care and early 
education of children is “increasingly seen as a 
regulated market, and part of the formal education 
system”. He observes, “…a high level of playgroup 
members are also consumers of commercial 
childcare and preschool education… (this) suggests 
that the relationship between formal and informal 
should be reimagined in terms of a care and 
education continuum.” (p 20)

These observations strengthen the case for PA to 
be regularly involved in, and informed about, policy, 
planning and development discussions at all levels.

A strong focus on the ‘public good’ role of 
playgroups must continue, as playgroups deliver 
play-based education along with community 
engagement for carers of children.

New opportunities and strategic alignment

A child-centred approach requires advocacy.

Much of this advocacy work is already underway  
at the STA level, with strong local partnerships built. 
These efforts need to continue. Major responsibility 
for this will continue to sit with STA.

Ongoing and regular discussions with state and 
territory government officials in the education, 
planning, infrastructure and regional services 
fields are required. Similarly, connection with local 
government authority (LGA) planners, developers 
and multi-purpose venue coordinators is essential. 
Most decision-making for venue planning, access 
and resourcing rests at this local government or 
jurisdiction level. This is supported by McShane, 
who notes that, “PA should foster links with state 
and regional planning authorities, to advocate the 
need for community facility provision and more 
informal spaces for play.” (p 4)

Playgroups are not alone in facing venue challenges. 
Costs for single-purpose venues are becoming 
unsustainable. So organisations such as scouts, 
guides, surf clubs, lawn bowling clubs, aged care 
facilities and libraries, along with schools, churches 
and community halls or hubs, may be willing partners.

LGAs and planners are increasingly interested in 
schools and other multi-purpose spaces acting 
as community hubs. Broader partnerships with 
community-based groups have potential to both 
provide suitable venues, as well as help to lobby 
for better planning and support at local and 
jurisdication level.

While STA has a vital role, PA nationally will also 
provide advocacy for the findings of this project. 
Improvements to ICT and communications 

recommended in this report will be raised at  
the national level. Ongoing connection and policy 
advocacy with influential parties in national  
public policy is recommended to support the 
essential information exchange required at the  
STA level. Sharing of successful strategy and 
learning from good practice will be vital to  
success across the nation.

In forging new partnerships with LGA, schools, 
developers and planners, PA at all levels must be 
forthright, open to new solutions and realistic about 
the inevitability of change. Valuable evidence and 
opinions to support this have been brought together 
through this Venues Project.

Priorities for Playgroup Australia

An action plan for PA is incorporated into this 
report, noting that it is not yet endorsed. These 
actions will take time and continued effort at all 
levels of PA.

The action plan will be considered during  
national meetings in 2015.
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1
The Australian model of community playgroups 
(CPs) has flourished for at least four decades, 
but there are concerns over its future viability. 
CPs gathered strength during the 1970s, a time 
of heightened interest in community participation 
and engagement. Community strengthening and a 
vibrant civil society have re-emerged as important 
policy objectives in recent years. However, a range 
of social, economic and governmental changes, 
including changes in workforce participation, the 
expansion of early childhood education and care 
provision, and reform of the local government and 
not-for-profit (NFP) sectors, have impacted on the 
organisation of CPs and the places where they meet.

This report analyses policy and operational  
trends related to community facilities and  
venues which CPs typically use, but are finding 
increasingly difficult to access. CPs, like many 
other activities of civil society, are highly dependent 
on community facilities. However, despite the 
development of a ‘community turn’ in social policy, 
community-level infrastructure struggles for 
visibility and policy attention.

Analysis and policy solutions in this field are 
hampered by fragmented data and diverse 
and decentralised patterns of ownership and 
governance. Playgroup Australia’s (PA) 2014 
member survey shows that CPs access a wide  
range of facilities that are owned or controlled  

by state and local governments and the  
NFP sector, with local governments providing  
the bulk of venues.

Community facilities are widely acknowledged as an 
essential component of the infrastructure and social 
fabric of communities, but financing and sustaining 
them is a policy challenge faced by governments 
and NFPs. Recent policy and operational settings 
have sought to enhance the economic and service 
efficiencies of these assets. The most observable 
outcome is a shift away from so-called ‘single use’ 
facilities to investment in larger, multi-purpose or 
shared-use facilities. While this trend involves the 
rationalisation of property assets and may entail 
the loss of some neighbourhood-level structures, 
this report argues that the trend also presents new 
opportunities and institutional alignments for CPs.

The adoption of a corporate real estate approach  
by the local government and NFP sectors has 
brought recognition of the full life-cycle costs  
of their physical assets. Failure to budget for  
life-cycle costs, particularly maintenance, is a  
prime reason for the poor condition of some 
facilities. Consequently, a shift to full asset costing 
helps explain increases in hire charges, as reflected 
in PA’s survey. Many public and NFP property 
owners, though, subsidise facility hire to groups 
such as CPs, in recognition of the public good or 
community benefit of the activities, or to further 

the organisation’s social mission. The fiscal stress 
experienced by the local government and NFP 
sectors may impact on the capacity of organisations 
to maintain facilities or their willingness to subsidise 
their hire to tenants such as CPs. 

Discussions over the development of a new, 
sustainable funding model for community facilities 
used by CPs and other civil society groups are 
urgently needed. CPs’ contribution to early 
childhood education, social learning and community 
strengthening are social benefits (externalities or 
‘spillovers’, in economic terms), that justify public 
funding. State governments are the jurisdictions 
principally responsible for financing these public 
goods, and the report recommends funding 
discussions are pitched at this level. This strategy 
corresponds with the federated structure of PA 
and state-level jurisdictional oversight of local 
governments. However, national leadership in this 
field, perhaps through the Federal Department 
of Infrastructure and Regional Development, the 
Department of Social Services, and associated 
Council of Australian Governments processes, 
would assist the development and harmonisation  
of policy in this area. 

Community facility provision has marked spatial 
variation. The report develops a basic three-part 
model (inner city, established suburbs, outer urban 
growth areas) to identify spatially-contingent trends, 

1. Overview
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challenges and strategies for securing suitable  
CP venues. While this model can partially map  
onto regional areas, a metropolitan/regional  
model is also a useful analytical frame to  
identify facility needs and provision.

Early childhood education and care is an area 
of significant policy and program development 
in Australia and internationally, and the report 
discusses the context and influence of this 
policy activity on CPs and the availability of 
community facilities. Early childhood is increasingly 
incorporated within policies and institutions 
of formal education. Although the so-called 
‘educationalisation’ of early childhood may 
pose a strategic threat to the self-directed CP 
concept, recent policy and capital investment that 
encourages community use of school facilities also 
serves to increase venue choices. 

However, while acknowledging the strategic 
importance of this ‘educare’ agenda for PA, the 
provision of community facilities is principally a 
planning issue. The report argues for PA to develop 
stronger links with the planning profession and 
planning decision-makers, to encourage a  

child-centred outlook in urban planning and 
infrastructure policy, and in development decisions. 
PA should foster links with state and regional 
planning authorities, to advocate the need for 
community facility provision and more informal 
spaces for play.

The report observes that partnership  
arrangements are increasingly common models for 
infrastructure financing, delivery and management, 
and for community service provision. The report 
backgrounds these developments, and discusses 
new opportunities to build partnerships and  
secure venues that are presented by three  
Australia-wide developments: the policy focus on 
school engagement with local communities, the 
investment conditions of the federal government’s 
Building the Education Revolution scheme, and  
new investment in municipal libraries.

Finally, the report discusses the potential of digital 
information and communication technologies (ICTs) 
for coordinating information on playgroups and 
venue availability and suggests some development 
steps in this field.
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1
This research paper has been commissioned by 
Playgroup Australia (PA) to:

•	 analyse	contextual	and	causal	factors	associated	
with the declining availability of suitable and 
affordable community facilities to accommodate 
community	playgroups	(CPs);	and

•	 identify	challenges	and	propose	strategies	to	
secure suitable venues, thus contributing to the 
sustainability and success of CPs.

The paper is based on two main information sources:

•	 primary	data	consisting	of	
•	 responses	to	PA’s	2014	survey	of	 

its member organisations (n=618)
•	 relevant	qualitative	and	quantitative	 

data from other sources1 
•	 secondary	data	consisting	of	policy	documents	

and published peer-reviewed literature.

2. Project Background 

Time, resource and data constraints mean that 
this paper is an overview treatment of a complex 
subject. The lack of quantitative data on community 
facilities is a particular hindrance for researchers 
in this field. As discussed in detail below, this 
hampers comparative analysis and informed policy 
development at state and national level. 

The report sets the scene with a discussion of 
conceptual, policy and operational dimensions of 
community playgroups and community facilities. 
The paper then responds directly to the questions 
and discussion points set out in PA’s research  
brief2 and concludes with a discussion of  
strategies and options to address concerns  
about the availability and sustainability of CPs.

1 Sources include the dataset from Victorian Competition and Efficiency Commission’s (2010) inquiry into shared use facilities in Victoria, 
and fieldwork data obtained in several research projects focusing on local government infrastructure (McShane 2006 a & b), educational 
infrastructure (McShane et al. 2013), and not-for-profit sector infrastructure assets (Sharam & McShane, under review). 

2 Playgroup Australia: Community Facility Briefing, December 2014.
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1 3. Setting the Scene: the Institutional, Policy  
and Spatial Dynamics of Community Facilities

3.1 Community Playgroups (CPs) and 
community facilities
CPs have sociological, political and educational 
characteristics that make them unique and 
important institutions. Sociologically, they are part 
of the face-to-face community whose interactions 
mostly occur in a ‘third place’ (that is, neither home 
nor workplace, see Oldenburg 1999). The practice  
of meeting on ‘neutral ground’ such as a  
community hall, has social benefits beyond the 
program objectives of the playgroup. It helps to:

•	 signal	the	openness	and	inclusiveness	 
of the groups

•	 minimise	status	hierarchies	amongst	groups
•	 elimininate	resource	demands	and	anxieties	

associated with hosting (or not being able  
to host) activities in private settings

•	 activate	the	civic	and	urban	realm
•	 avoid	costs	and	spending	pressures	associated	

with meeting in commercial spaces. 
Politically, CPs are organised as self-directed 
initiatives of civil society, operating in the ‘gift’ or 
‘sharing’ economy through the donation of labour 
and the sharing of knowledge, skills and emotional 
support. As part of civil society, CPs contribute to 
institutional pluralism, social capital and community 
resilience	(Leigh	2010;	Winter	2001).	Educationally,	
they are committed to a pedagogy of play to 

promote cognitive, social, emotional and physical 
development. The CP philosophy also emphasises 
peer-learning and support for parents and carers. 

Australian CPs are a vernacular development. Their 
self-organised status contrasts with, for example, 
the state partnership model of New Zealand 
playgroups. However, CPs are not ‘stand alone’ 
institutions operating outside formal governance 
and regulatory systems. They are subject to 
regulatory regimes (e.g. child welfare), and  
they are provided with support measures  
(e.g. government grants or venue hire concessions). 
They also operate within a policy environment that 

has been increasingly regulated and formalised, 
with some analysts describing recent policy moves 
in terms such as the ‘educationalisation’ of early 
childhood (Smeyers & Depaepe 2008). 

Most importantly for our purposes here, CPs 
contract with the owners of community facilities 
to conduct playgroup sessions, and often to store 
equipment between sessions. The availability of 
affordable and suitable community facilities is a key 
input for CPs and many other civil society initiatives. 
PA’s 2014 member survey indicates that over  
90% of CPs meet in community facilities or  
schools, as indicated in Table 1.

Table 1: Community playgroup venues

Source: Playgroup Australia 2014 member survey.
(STA = state-owned or managed venue)

0 100 200 300 400 500 600 700 800 900
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However, the survey also indicates a range of 
problems in accessing suitable and affordable 
venues, associated with the physical design and 
condition of the venues, facility use policy, and 
venue hiring and associated costs (e.g. insurance 
coverage). The survey also indicates that declining 
CP membership and resources compound problems 
accessing venues. Declining group numbers reduce 
funds available for venue hire, the pool of potential 
group coordinators who take principal responsibility 
for venue arrangements, and possibly the influence 
that groups can exert on securing venues. This 
trend is occurring at a time when community 
infrastructure policy is increasingly focused on  
the financial value of the assets.

While there is variation in survey results amongst 
the states, the overall picture is broadly consistent. 
One common factor is that contingency appears to 
be as significant as sound planning in influencing 
venue availability. PA’s survey contains numerous 
comments by CPs about their ‘luck’ in securing 
venues. While allowing for variance in venue 
quality and availability, these comments point to a 
widespread planning deficit. Access to basic social 
infrastructure such as community facilities should 
not be a matter of good fortune, but an indicator 
of good community planning. The localised and 
decentralised nature of community facility provision 
and governance exerts some constraints on 
systematic planning at state and national levels, but 
does not preclude it. Several state governments 
have focused on this issue but there has been little 
national leadership in this area. 

These issues are not specific to CPs, but reflect 
wider trends and challenges with the provision and 
use of community infrastructure in Australia and 

internationally. The following section briefly outlines 
the background to these challenges and current 
policy discussions in this field.

3.2 Historical background
Many analysts have commented on the etymology 
of the term infrastructure (Latin infra = underneath 
or hidden) as signalling long-held assumptions of 
its invisibility in the urban fabric and in public or 
political discourse. 

There is some truth in this, although public 
infrastructure has also traditionally served as a 
symbol of civic and national progress and political 
achievement. It is more accurate to say that 
governments invest in infrastructure, but, following 
the unveiling of the plaque, it fades from political 
consciousness. As theurban studies scholar  
Max Neutze (1997:11) once commented, no  
minister of state was ever presented with a plaque 
for initiating a program of ongoing maintenance. 

However, in the 1970s, a fierce debate began in 
the United States over the social and economic 
costs of disinvestment in public and community 
infrastructure (Choate & Walter 1981). This struck 
a chord in Australia and elsewhere (Neutze 1977). 
The inflationary conditions of the 1970s along 
with pressure for ‘smaller government’ and 
reduced public outlays encouraged the deferral 
of infrastructure maintenance and slowed new 
investment, raising alarm about decaying stocks  
of public assets. In Australia, all tiers of  
government became concerned with the state of 
public infrastructure, particularly the large stock  
of infrastructure assets acquired during the years  
of rapid population growth and suburban 

development following World War II, with concerns 
voiced that these assets were approaching the end 
of their useful life. 

These debates had particular resonance at local 
government level. Australian local governments, 
numbering around 560, have a greater proportion 
of their total asset stock as physical infrastructure 
assets than the two higher levels of government. 
This reflects local government’s service orientation. 
The NFP sector has been similarly structured—their 
service and social activities have traditionally been 
dependent on physical buildings and sites. 

3.3 What are community facilities?
The term ‘community facility’ is described as  
the conjunction of a physical place and a  
service, available for public or community use  
(Brackertz & Kenley 2002). The facility and its 
associated ‘service’ may be as simple as public 
open space, or as complex as a multi-purpose 
leisure centre.

McShane (2006b:269) adds a functional perspective, 
defining community facilities as “recreational, cultural, 
educational, health and civic facilities available to the 
public”. Local government authorities (LGAs) are the 
major players in this field, with McShane estimating 
that LGAs own or manage around 80% of community 
facilities in Australia. LGA’s have an estimated asset 
stock valued at $301 billion, with around 38% of this 
in the form of land and buildings. Local roads (61%) 
are the dominant asset form (Ernst & Young  
2012:14;	Australian	Bureau	of	Statistics	2014a).	

This field is typified by joined-up government.  
Hybrid arrangements, cross-sectoral and  
cross-jurisdictional partnerships are common. 
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Several levels of government, and/or the community 
and private sectors may provide capital funds for 
facility construction. Governments may outsource 
management to private or NFP operators, which 
is a typical model for aquatic and leisure centres. 
Structures such as halls or clubrooms may be 
owned by community organisations, with the land 
under them belonging to local or state governments. 
Structures may be publicly owned, but built for 
single tenants such as sporting clubs, whose 
sense of proprietorship may have assisted facility 
upkeep but discouraged wider uses. As long-lived 
assets, community facilities may be subject to local 
authority amalgamation, re-purposing, asset transfer 
or disposal. These moves may involve the loss of 
documentation regarding site ownership, and the 
responsibilities and entitlements attached to it. 

Community facilities have symbolic value in addition 
to their service value and many have aesthetic or 
historical significance. While public buildings are 
identified with processes of government and civic 
progress, the link between public services and 
property has weakened in recent years, with changing 
service models and public investment strategies.  
ABS figures show a steady increase in LGA asset 
values over the past decade, due to a combination of 
asset growth and revaluation. However, Ernst & Young 
(2012:14) comments that capital investment in 2010 
averaged at a “relatively low” $17 million per LGA, 
with investment activity dominated by capital cities. 
Late twentieth century trends in service and property 
rationalisation have sometimes been contested 
at community level. For some local communities, 
especially regional ones, the disposal or closure of 

facilities does not only represent service loss, it may 
be seen as a tipping point of the community’s viability 
(McShane 2006 a & b). 

3.4 Not-for-profit sector facilities
In addition to LGA-controlled facilities, the facilities 
of local-level civil society or NFP organisations 
such as church parishes or recreation clubs that 
are available for community use also fall within our 
definition. Much of the above analysis applies to  
NFP property assets, although we know less even 
about this sector’s inventory and use of physical 
assets than we do about the asset stock of the 
government sector. The NFP sector is highly diverse 
and difficult to map (Productivity Commission  
2010;	Lyons	2001).	Some	NFP	institutions,	
particularly membership organisations with branch 
or parish structures, have significant and well-located 
physical assets. The Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(2014b) estimates that the sector spent over $5 billion 
on land and buildings in the 2012-13 financial year, but 
also disposed of $1.8 billion of capital assets. 

While this gives some sense of the scale of NFP 
assets, it tells us nothing of their productivity. A 
specialist financier in the NFP sector estimates the 
value of under-utililised or ‘lazy’ assets held by the 
sector at $1 billion (Sharam & McShane, under 
review). Community facilities may be under-utilised 
for several reasons, but a prime reason is that owners 
do not have sufficient capital to upgrade facilities to 
meet current building codes or user needs (Lyons et 
al. 2007). In many instances, NFP organisations face 
greater fiscal constraints than local authorities. The 
asset legacy for some organisations with declining 
membership or parishioner bases has proved a 
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burden, with sale to the private market of assets 
considered to be redundant or underutilised the only 
apparent course of action. 

The recent policy focus on public infrastructure, 
particularly directed to better asset management 
by LGAs, has tended to leave out of the picture 
local-level facilities that are owned or controlled 
by NFPs. Recent moves to diversify public service 
provision through contracting-out to NFPs suggests 
that these assets are increasingly important for the 
delivery of public and community services. 

3.5 Are schools community facilities?
PA’s member survey shows that around 15% of 
CPs are conducted on school premises. This figure 
is consistent with data from a survey by the New 
South Wales Department of Education and Training 
(2006), showing that 15% of the extra-school 
activities on a sample of school sites (n=111) are 
playgroups. The NSW data show that playgroups are 
conducted at both government and non-government 
schools sector. School education is a state-level 
responsibility and schools are usually included within 
the broad category of state-level social infrastructure 
(like hospitals, major libraries and so on). However, 
primary schools (there are around 6,500 in Australia) 
are local or neighbourhood in scale and increasingly 
oriented to shared or community use. Thus, this 
report assumes that the schools belonging to 
Australia’s 22 education authorities that are currently 
used for purposes in addition to formal schooling 
are community facilities. This issue is discussed in 
further detail below.

3.6 And what about digital platforms?
Are community facilities necessarily physical  
in form? The rapid development and uptake of 
digital ICTs, and the expansion of government 
services and civil society initiatives to web and 
mobile app platforms, raises the question of 
whether ‘community facilities’ might also exist  
in virtual forms. McShane (2012) points to 
problems where infrastructure planning is  
based on a hard distinction between the  
physical and the digital, particularly in the 
educational environment. The meshing of the 
physical and the digital in the field of community 
infrastructure is seen in many forms: from 
the reliance on digital systems for building 
management, the provision of public wi-fi or 
computer terminals in facilities, or the use of 
web-based systems for facility booking. More 
significantly for PA, though, the uptake of mobile 
communication devices, the widespread use 
of social media, and the capacities of apps and 
other mobile tools, diversifies communication 
environments and has created new spaces for 
community participation and organisation.  
Parents and carers are also using apps such 
as Meetup to self-organise activities that are 
complementary to CPs3.

While the broad definition of community  
facilities offered above may frustrate preferences  
for neat policy approaches, PA’s venue survey,  
and policy and infrastructural trends described in 
this report, underscore the necessity for  
conceptual and policy breadth and flexibility.

3   http://playgroup.meetup.com/
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1
This section responds to a specific set of questions 
and discussion points developed by PA, and 
analyses the PA survey data, to paint a more 
detailed picture of the governance, design and 
operational settings of community facilities, and 
their impact on CPs.

4.1 What changes have occurred to 
community infrastructure over the 
past 10 years?
We need to take a longer view to identify changes 
and patterns occurring in this field. In summary, the 
past two decades have seen: 

•	 the	development	of	a	more	strategic	approach	to	
infrastructure and asset management

•	 a	shift	away	from	debt	financing	for	capital	works	
to other finance models, particularly private 
finance initiatives and partnerships

•	 infrastructure	investment	as	a	centerpiece	 
of urban regeneration, particularly in  
disadvantaged regions

•	 a	shift	from	neighbourhood-level	‘single	use’	
facilities to larger, multi-purpose and  
shared-use facilities

•	 the	increased	use	of	precinct	or	master	
planning processes for coordinated and timely 
infrastructure and facility provision in outer 
urban growth areas

•	 a	patchwork	of	facility	provision	within	and	
across metropolitan and regional areas, 
influenced by council and NFP policy priorities 
and fiscal capacities, higher government 
investment patterns, urban development ,  
and demographics.

Both government and non-government sectors have 
taken a more strategic and aggressive approach 
to their property assets in recent years, adopting 
a private-sector paradigm of corporate real estate 
that views service delivery rather than property 
ownership as the prime corporate objective. 

The separation of property ownership and service 
delivery has been encouraged by a trend towards 
the contracting-out of services by LGAs, often to 
the community sector. This has subsequently placed 
financial and operational pressure on NFP sector 
assets. Thus, community infrastructure policy, to 
the extent that we can speak of a coherent policy, 
faces the following conundrum: 

•	 LGAs	can	source	capital	funding	for	facility	
construction, but may struggle to find 
operational	funding;

•	 the	NFP	sector	can	source	operational	funding	
(through service contracts), but may struggle  
to find capital funding.

Local authority amalgamations, which have 
occurred in all Australian states since the 1990s, 
have been a major trigger for the rationalisation, 
closure and sale of community facilities. Recent 
policy settings appear to prioritise the disposal 
of public assets rather than their retention and 
repurposing in response to changing community 
needs and demographic cycles. Pressure to declare 
local level assets as ‘surplus’ or ‘redundant’, instead 

4. Trends, Challenges and Strategies
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of retaining and repurposing these assets, is exerted 
by private sector lobbyists (Property Council of 
Australia, 2014). On the government side, the 
Victorian Department of Treasury and Finance has 
a process for identifying ‘surplus’ public property 
assets, and is required to meet annual revenue 
targets from the sale of such assets (Victorian 
Environment Assessment Council 2011:56). 
Public school sites have been particular targets 
for privatisation around Australia. Some of these 
sites are redeveloped for housing. This process, 
then, may have the effect of increasing demand for 
community spaces, although there has been little 
empirical research in this area. 

Under direction from state governments, LGAs have 
paid closer attention to the management and renewal 
of physical assets, and responded to regulatory 
changes and OH&S risks (for example, the presence 
of asbestos in buildings). OH&S concerns may have 
also restricted the willingness of public authorities 
to permit volunteer groups to continue playing 
a traditional role in maintaining property assets 
(McShane 2006a). An alternative scenario is that 
community assets and institutions may be turned 
over to, or taken over, by communities under threat 
of closure. While this move has been controversial 
as deployed in recent UK ‘Big Society’ policies, local 
committees of management are a relatively common 
arrangement in Australia.

The dominant response to the infrastructure crisis, 
particularly in the LGA sector, is to rationalise 
property holdings and invest in larger, multi-purpose 
facilities, often badged as ‘community hubs’. 
Pressure to achieve economic efficiencies and new 
service alignments, and to meet growing demands 

for facility access, has led to a concerted campaign 
against so-called ‘single-use’ facilities and the 
dominance of single tenants. 

Governments are increasingly wary of debt 
financing, and recent facility investment models 
favour partnerships with private investors. State 
education authorities, particularly Queensland, 
New South Wales and Victoria, are delivering new 
schools, sometimes with associated early childhood 
and community facilities, through public-private 
investment. To ensure return on investment for 
private financiers, state governments offer long 
contracts for the lease back of these sites (these 
may be up to 25 years). Leases typically include a 
set number of hours that facilities may be accessed 
by community groups. These arrangements have not 
been operational long enough in Australia to evaluate 
or test the adequacy or impact of this approach. 

4.2 How have these changes  
affected community development  
and sustainability?
While there is limited formal evaluation of  
recent investment in community hubs in the  
peer-reviewed literature, we can identify some 
important outcomes through anecdotal and 
observational evidence. The shift towards larger, 
multi-purpose facilities has produced economic, 
environmental and service gains, including savings 
on capital and running costs, improved opportunities 
for service engagement and coordination 
(particularly for ‘hard to reach’ populations), peer 
support for professional staff, and greater capacity 
to ‘design in’ flexible use spaces. 

New investment in community facilities has also been 
shown to positively impact on community confidence, 
pride and self-efficacy, most strongly evidenced by 
investments in the educational field (McShane 2012). 
Some new community hubs have also been supported 
for a limited time by state government-funded 
community development staff, connecting ‘hard’ 
infrastructure (buildings) with ‘soft’ infrastructure 
(skills, networks and institutions). 

The construction of large, multi-purpose centres 
may have disbenefits, though, notably ease of 
access. The centralisation of services may involve 
the loss of smaller neighbourhood facilities,  
restrict local-level recreation or civic initiativess, 
and have a negative impact on neighbourhood 
walkability. The impact of local closures is  
magnified in small towns, with fewer social, 
infrastructural and transport options.

Co-investment in educational and social programs is 
an underpinning theme in community regeneration 
projects. A good example is the new combined 
community-school library in Colac, south-west 
Victoria, one of the state’s most disadvantaged 
regional centres. The new facility makes provision 
for children’s play, language and story-time activities 
that did not exist previously in the town, and the 
uptake of these opportunities has been significant.

While such arrangements effectively leverage 
available local government funding, the sector 
has long complained that downward cost-shifting 
pressures exerted by higher governments offset 
efficiencies achieved through infrastructure and 
service investments. A pertinent example is the 
2008 Council of Australian Governments (COAG) 
agreement to raise preschool attendance hours 
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from 10 to 15 per week. Ernst and Young  
(2012:57-8) argue that this increase is likely to  
place further pressure on facilities and resources.

More could be done to encourage innovation, 
adaptation and recycling of community assets. 
Achieving this may require a move away from 
emulating private sector finance models and 
strategies in public sector environments. For 
some critics, the prioritisation of financial values, 
sometimes described as the ‘financialisation’ 
of property assets, makes them easy targets 
for aggressive property entrepreneurship. It is 
questionable whether policy settings and private 
sector lobbying that encourage the identification of 
public property assets as ‘redundant’ or ‘surplus’, 
and prescribe their disposal on the private market, 
are necessarily in the long-term public interest. 

Policy settings calibrated to realising the market 
value of land or property achieve short-term results 
for balance sheets, but may limit future service 
and policy options. This is particularly relevant to 
re-populating inner city areas where community 
facilities and public open space are scarce.

At the heart of this issue is the question of whether 
the option value of asset retention, that is, the value 
placed on preserving options for the future use of 
assets—is adequately recognised and evaluated 
in policy settings. The urban scholar Patrick Troy 
(1996) has been one of the few Australian voices 
arguing for policy settings, design input and 
institutional experimentation to encourage recycling 
and adaptive reuse of community facilities rather 
than their disposal when community needs change. 

4.3 What community infrastructure  
is currently available and how much 
is accessible for playgroups?
Disappointingly, there is no national overview or 
national-level data on community facilities, and 
limited state-level data, to permit a satisfactory 
answer to this question. Concern about the 
deteriorating state of local government assets 
has enhanced data gathering through asset 
management plans, but necessarily data availability.

New South Wales probably leads the other Australian 
states in providing discoverable information on 
community facilities. For example, the coastal shire 
of Wyong, population about 150,000 has around 
100 community facilities available for public use, 
representing a significant proportion of the shire’s 
$91 million asset portfolio (Wyong Shire Council 
2012). NSW’s initiative in promoting the development 
of local community facility strategies has not been 
replicated systematically elsewhere. Many LGA’s 
list facilities available for hire on their websites, and, 
while this is useful at a day-to-day or functional level, 
it does not permit system-wide analysis. 

There has been at least one recent state-level 
proposal to inventory community facilities.  
Victoria’s Stronger Community Organisations  
Project (2009), which inquired into Victoria’s civil 
sector organisations, focused on the significance  
of community facilities to community functioning 
and urged closer policy attention to the area. 
However, subsequent plans of the Victorian 
Department of Planning and Community 
Development to undertake a state-wide survey  
of community facilities did not advance.
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The New South Wales and Victorian governments 
have conducted inquiries into shared-use community 
facilities within the past decade. The NSW study 
(New South Wales Parliament 2004) lacked detail, 
and appears to have been an exercise in policy 
advocacy as much as information discovery. The 
Victorian study (Victorian Competition and Efficiency 
Commission 2010) sought to identify the market and 
non-market benefits of sharing facilities. This study 
identified the key role of schools as shared facilities. 

The federal government has shown only sporadic 
interest in urban policy and planning, and there has 
been no consistent national leadership in this area 
of community-level infrastructure. The National 
Economic Stimulus (NES) programs initiated by 
the Rudd Labor Government in response to the 
2008 global financial crisis focused on community 
infrastructure investment, as detailed below, but 
there appears to have been no published evaluation 
of the program’s outcomes. In 2012 the national 
peak body Australian Local Government Association 
(ALGA) released a report with the promising title 
National State of the Assets (Australian Local 
Government Association 2012). However, the report 
only examined roads, consistent with a view that 
infrastructure policy has tended to focus on major 
networked infrastructure (Elton Consulting 2012).

We can be overly critical of this limited focus. Many 
rural and peri-urban shires have extensive networks 
of roads and local bridges that consume considerable 
budget resources to maintain. Where local authorities 
had traditionally been immune from liability arising 
from the non-maintenance of their roads, landmark 
High Court decisions have significantly altered risk 
and budget scenarios (McShane 2006a). For poorer 

councils with tight budgets, such developments 
impact negatively on the provision of community 
facilities and community services.

Using school facilities

The Australian Government’s 2008 Building the 
Education Revolution program, which made  
funding available for each Australian primary school 
to select from a menu of new structures  
(multi-purpose halls, libraries, classrooms or 
covered outdoor learning areas) followed trends  
in encouraging school-community partnerships,  
and in shared use community facilities  
(Australian Government 2009). Funding conditions 
specified that the facilities would be available for 
use by community or not-for-profit groups ‘at low 
or no cost’, but there appears to have been no 
further elaboration of this objective, nor auditing of 
program outcomes. The recently released  
NSW state infrastructure plan also flags increased 
availability of school facilities for community  
use (New South Wales Government 2014:17).  
State governments around Australia are investing  
in co-located primary school and early years care 
facilities. Some sites, (for example, Derrimut 
Primary School in western Melbourne)  
also provide community facilities  
(in this case managed by the YMCA). 

Not everyone is comfortable with the location 
of community facilities on or adjacent to school 
sites. Some adults may have had poor school 
experiences, while the ‘educationalisation’ critique 
advocates engagement with learning beyond formal 
educational systems that are, some critics hold, 
overly focused on policy mandates around quality 

and standards (Dahlberg et al. 2007). Nevertheless, 
the positioning of schools as community hubs is a 
recurring policy motif. Community engagement is 
one of five performance benchmarks for Australian 
school principals (Australian Institute for Teaching 
and School Leadership 2011). It is important to 
engage with this renewed policy momentum.

4.4 What accounts for the differences 
in community infrastructure across 
different states and territories?
In summary, differences are influenced by 
structures of state and local government, planning 
and public investment traditions, urban forms 
and demographics, and the profile of the non-
government sector across the states. 

Differences between states and territories can be 
highlighted by thinking in geographic or spatial 
terms as well as jurisdictional ones. Modelling 
patterns of urban development and local 
infrastructure investment may help with this task. 
Two models are suggested here. The first model 
focuses on cities, dividing these into three zones: 
inner urban, established suburbs, and outer urban 
growth areas. Existing provision of community 
infrastructure, and challenges around future 
provision, varies across these zones:

Inner urban areas The repopulation of CBDs and 
inner urban areas is presenting significant planning 
challenges. Not all commentators agree that the 
emerging pattern of housing provision in inner 
urban areas will attract families with young children 
(Birrell & Healy 2013), although some argue that 
the provision of family-friendly infrastructure will 
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influence the profile of housing demand (City of 
Melbourne 2014:35). Regardless, taking Melbourne 
as an example (Melbourne is projected to outgrow 
Sydney by 2050), the five central Melbourne  
LGAs are predicted to grow by 268,000 people  
by 2031, with one in five residents aged under  
20 (Department of Transport, Planning and Local 
Infrastructure 2014:10). Other Australian inner city 
regions are experiencing similar growth, if not as 
dramatic as Melbourne’s.

Such projections have generated significant 
publicity and media commentary around the 
provision of educational and childcare facilities,  
and community infrastructure generally. In 
response, there has been a noticeable trend  
toward the inclusion of these facilities as a 
developer contribution and marketing tool, in  
large inner city development proposals.

The re-population and re-scaling of city CBDs and 
inner suburbs raises issues around community facility 
provision under conditions of land scarcity, and 
Australian literature is emerging that examines new 
planning and service challenges associated with 
‘vertical living’ (Whitzman & Mizrachi 2009).

Established suburbs While there are significant 
spatial and historical variations in this category, it 
describes the ‘middle ring’ suburbs built in the late 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, particularly 
in the several decades of rapid growth following 
World War II. Two historical factors condition 
infrastructure patterns in this zone. First, much of 
the infrastructure has ‘lumpy’ characteristics, in 
much of it has reached or is reaching the end of its 

useful life, and requires further investment to meet 
new regulatory standards or building codes, or to 
regenerate for new uses. 

Second, the substantial contribution to community 
facility provision made by civil society organisations 
in this zone can be readily observed in the presence 
of church halls, clubhouses, and so on. Subsequent 
demographic changes, and changing social trends 
(for example, secularisation and declining club 
membership) have placed strains on the funding  
and effective utilisation of some NFP facilities.  
Much of this infrastructure is well-located in 
spatial and transport terms, making it attractive 
for commercial development. Some more 
entrepreneurial NFPs have sold or redeveloped 
some of their sites to generate capital revenue 
to support their activities, and in some cases 
refurbished existing infrastructure assets. 

The ACT Government (2012) has argued that the 
land on which clubs and community facilities 
operate is underutilised and offers scope for 
redevelopment for affordable housing. As the middle 
and inner rings of Australian cities also densify, it is 
likely that there will be increasing demand pressure 
on existing infrastructure.

A related policy objective with particular relevance 
to established suburbs is the implementation of 
transport-oriented development (TOD). The TOD 
vision seeks to contain urban growth, reduce car 
dependency, develop vibrant and equitable urban 
precincts, and promote walkable neighbourhoods. 
However, TOD plans have struggled to realise their 
wider aims, instead focusing on higher-density 

residential development around transport hubs. 
Current TOD, ‘compact city’ or ‘20minute city’ 
conceptions require a child-centred planning 
perspective, to embed opportunities for safe  
play and socialisation within well-planned  
walkable neighourhoods.

Outer-urban growth areas The rapid advance  
of estate housing on the fringes of major Australian 
cities has posed significant challenges for the 
coordination and timely provision of community 
infrastructure. The establishment of specialist 
urban development authorities in several Australian 
states reflects the complex policy and planning 
environment here, and seeks to overcome a legacy 
of delayed or poorly targeted provision in early 
suburban developments.

In this light, the principal development 
methodology is precinct or master planning,  
where infrastructure finance and provision 
agreements are struck with developers, and state 
and local authorities partner to ensure that basic 
facilities and services are in place as new housing 
is occupied4. The high proportion of families with 
young children in these areas means that children’s 
services and schools are a priority. Concerns 
with community building and social isolation, as 
well as infrastructure and service efficiencies, are 
manifest in prioritising community hubs as facility 
centerpieces of new suburbs. There is increasing 
qualitative evidence of the value of these facilities 
for new residents, and their demand as venues for 
children’s activities (McCombe 2013).

4   Examples of Victorian precinct structure plans can be found at http://www.mpa.vic.gov.au/planning-activities/greenfields-planning/precinct-structure-plans/ 
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Urban/regional differences

The model set out above can be partially 
mapped onto smaller capital cities and regional 
urban centres, particularly those with growing 
populations. Here, the discussion of suburbs/outer 
urban growth sectors will be most relevant.

However, it may also be useful to employ a 
second analytical model, dividing Australia into 
metropolitan and non-metropolitan regions, to 
identify infrastructure differences. 

Significant areas of regional Australia are 
experiencing the compounding effects of low 
or negative population growth, and an ageing 
population (or, in the case of coastal towns, rapidly 
increasing retiree populations). This places pressure 
on community services and infrastructure, in that 
the LGA revenue base may be shrinking while the 
demand for aged care services is expanding. 

Regional areas may be ‘thin markets’ for childcare 
services, where commercial provision is minimal or 
non-existent. CPs may be one of few alternatives for 
children’s activities, as the PA survey indicates.

The state government grants commissions, which 
minimise structural disadvantages across LGAs 
through the re-distribution of taxation revenue, include 
population age as a ‘cost adjustor’ or redistribution 
criterion5. While this criterion explicitly recognises the 
service and infrastructure needs of children, it jostles 
with a host of other criteria, some with higher political 
profile and potential for local employment (e.g. roads). 
The Municipal Association of Victoria (2011) has 
noted differences between metropolitan and rural 
provision of facilities involved in children’s services.

4.5 What types of venues are 
playgroups currently in and what 
should future venues look like?
PA’s member survey shows that the LGA and NFP 
sectors dominate the provision of CP venues, with 
LGAs the largest sectoral provider. The data suggest 
that around 80% of CP venues are owned or managed 
by these two sectors (aggregating venues described 
as church hall, community hall, community and 
neighbourhood centres, and preschools). 

The dominant facility types are community halls, 
church halls, and community centres. The argument 
in this paper that community and church halls are 
under particular financial and asset pressure is 
borne out by qualitative comments in the survey. 
There has been no detailed Australian study of these 
facility types, but this analysis is supported by a 
Scottish study (Skerratt et al. 2008).

The PA survey indicates a surprising diversity of 
facilities used by CPs—from disused shops and 
schools, to RSL clubs, aged care facilities, almost any 
type of ‘third place’ venue one can imagine. This might 
be interpreted as signalling the flexibility and adaptive 
capacities of CPs, and an indication that children 
can play almost anywhere that is safe. However, it 
may also indicate that some CPs are in vulnerable 
accommodation, which may provide little support 
for a structured program or equipment storage, and 
increase the burden on parents and carers to conduct 
activities while working around facility deficits.

A surprising absence from the venue list in the survey 
is local public libraries. Some municipal libraries, of 
course, will be unsuitable due to space restrictions, 

design constraints, or real or perceived conflict 
between playgroup activities and other user needs. 
Many public libraries have been under space pressure 
in recent years, particularly to accommodate both 
books and computer terminals. However a shift in 
library internet provision from terminals to wi-fi 
enabled mobile devices is easing this conflict. More 
generally, a trend towards including municipal libraries 
within community hubs, and the special interest of 
libraries in children’s language development, points to 
these facilities as promising CP locations.

State and regional differences

The data also give us some insight on state and 
regional differences across Australia.

For example, the ACT shows very low use of 
community halls, in contrast to, say, Queensland. 
The difference probably lies in the ACT’s peculiar 
pattern of governance and its highly urbanised 
population. That is, the ACT does not have the supply 
of community halls that a highly decentralised state 
with a local jurisdiction, such as Queensland, does. 
South Australia’s relatively high use of educational 
facilities for CPs might be explained by that state’s 
distinctive early years and parenting policies, seen 
for example in its establishment of children’s centres 
in the early 2000s. 

There are several statistically significant non-responses 
(‘other’ and ‘not defined’ categories in WA, NT and 
Tasmania) where specific information may be useful. 
Further analysis of the data—particularly correlating 
geo-data (postcodes) with qualitative comments may 
yield further insights on patterns of facility provision 
and use. A key point here, though, is to recognise 

5   http://www.dtpli.vic.gov.au/local-government/victoria-grants-commission/general-purpose-and-local-roads-grants
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existing state-based patterns of facility provision, 
and seek to optimise those. State and national-level 
conversations are important, but a one-size-fits-all 
solution in this area may be unfeasible.

4.6 What are the current and 
future implications of community 
infrastructure trends? 
Forecasters suggest there will be continued fiscal 
pressure on LGAs under current federal taxation 
and financial arrangements. The asset maintenance 
funding gap is widening, and fiscal stress will 
be exacerbated by continued cost-shifting and 
increasing demands on local community services 
(Ernst & Young 2012). Periodic discussion of local 
authority amalgamation or other reforms (most 
recently in Western Australia and South Australia) 
will take place in this environment. Continued fiscal 
and service pressures are also predicted for the 
NFP sector, which is also driving organisational 
amalgamation in high-cost areas such as 
community health. 

There seems little doubt that the expanding 
community service role of the LGA sector, and 
service partnerships with state and NFP agencies, 
will consolidate the trend towards community 
hubs and multi-purpose facilities. Public-private 
partnerships (PPPs) require scale economies, 
and continued use of PPPs for facility provision 
will favour co-location of early childhood centres, 
primary schools and recreation/community 
facilities. The national quality framework for early 
childhood serves to underpin this infrastructure 
trend (Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations 2009). 

Despite this, new facility types and uses can be 
developed quickly to address identified needs or 
social problems. The Men’s Shed movement is the 
premier example from recent times, running against 
the tide of opinion against ‘single use’ facilities. 
In reality, the ‘single use’ concept is a crudely 
functionalist view of the wide range of activities, 
social exchanges and outcomes associated with 
community facilities.

Some infrastructure analysts have been critical of 
a failure of long-term infrastructure planning and 
inter-generational investment in recent decades 
(Leighninger 2007). However, the rising profile of 
asset management is seeing a trend in this direction, 
as the City of Adelaide’s (2010) 30-year city plan 
attests. However, planning and provision is patchy, 
and likely to remain so unless there is more focused 
and coordinated attention to community-level 
infrastructure at higher government level.

Although we can see some new planning and 
investment initiatives in this field, we can also see 
a seemingly countervailing trend towards informal, 
even ‘guerilla’ infrastructure, such as pop-up parks, 
informal community gardens and reclaimed public 
spaces. Some LGAs are also moving into this space, 
by experimenting with temporary and informal 
public spaces, programs and activities. These 
programs can provide for opportunist activities in 
novel locations. They may also assist in reclaiming 
urban precincts for safe child-oriented activities, 
reinforcing children’s rights to urban space. 

A trend that is not yet much in evidence in Australia 
(although there is one example in the PA survey) 
is a new alignment of children’s and aged care 
infrastructure and programs. The grandparent 
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CPs may be a pioneering initiative in this area 
in Australia. US-based New Urbanism planners 
suggest that the combination of facilities for children 
and older citizens is highly suitable in terms of the 
requirements and impact of facilities and services, 
and possibly the social, educational and therapeutic 
benefits that are afforded. 

4.7 Suggestions for future  
community infrastructure planning.

New governance and financing models

There is a developing critique that ‘more of the same’ 
in the field of infrastructure planning will result in 
increased burdens for ratepayers and sub-optimal 
infrastructure and services (Productivity Commission 
2014b). National leadership and coordination is vital 
in this area, together with new financing models 
that bridge the widening asset maintenance gap. 
The shared interests in local infrastructure held by 
national government departments responsible for 
local government and regional development, and the 
Department of Social Services, need articulating and 
connecting in policy and programs. Infrastructure is too 
readily associated with large-scale networked assets, 
and responsibility confined to economic portfolios. 
There is a state-level model for inter-departmental 
conversations in the Victorian secretaries committee 
on shared infrastructure, bringing planning, community 
services and education departments together.

The financing of local infrastructure is a pressing 
issue though. Both Dollery et al. (2012) and  
Ernst & Young (2012) have suggested national-level 
action to create a national financing authority for 
local government infrastructure and devise a system 
of national infrastructure bonds.

Identify and model good practice

Community-level governance and programs are 
by their nature diverse and decentralised. Facility 
owners and operators possess a wide range of 
skills, knowledge and resources, and some struggle 
with basic contractual and risk issues associated 
with venue provision. Some state authorities have 
developed checklists or model agreements to assist 
with facility management6. It may be productive 
for PA to identify one or several LGAs, schools 
or NFPs that demonstrate good practice in the 
management of their community facilities and their 
tenancies. Key approaches, documentation (e.g. hire 
agreements) and communication processes, and 
outcomes might be documented and made available 
through PA’s website. This strategy will serve to 
advocate a consistent approach to tenancies (this is 
identified as a problem area in the PA survey), and 
provide a bespoke solution for organisations, such 
as small LGAs and NFPs, that have fiscal, resource 
and knowledge constraints. The resources in this 
area are currently available, but they need better 
coordination and publicity.

Develop strategies that target spatially 
contingent infrastructural challenges

As noted in the discussion above, and in the PA survey 
comments, diverse patterns of urban development 
mean that the provision of infrastructure and services 
has strong spatial characteristics. While the provision 
and effective management of community facilities and 
other suitable venues for CPs is a global goal, spatial 
differences suggest that a range of targeted alliances 
and strategies are required. 

For outer urban growth areas, liaison with the National 
Growth Areas Alliance and state infrastructure and 
planning authorities may prove fruitful. However, 
the middle-ring suburbs pose the greatest challenge 
in terms of their scale, diversity of provision, 
and lack of coordinated governance (NSW’s 
regional organisation of councils structure, and 
the City of Brisbane’s metropolitan jurisdiction 
are exceptions). In this light, engagement with 
local authority peak bodies is recommended. These 
organisations have a strong interest in children’s 
services, from education, health and planning angles. 
As discussed, national governments have taken only 
sporadic interest in urban policy, but have recently 
been more responsive to regional development 
issues due in part to the political influence of 
independent and regional parliamentary members. 
While the Australian Government Department of 
Infrastructure and Regional Development, and 
its predecessors, have conventionally focused 

6   A library of facility use agreements is at https://oppspaces.wordpress.com/jua/
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on transport infrastructure, its responsibility for 
local government provides a context to focus on 
matters of local infrastructure. This department also 
funds the Australian Centre of Excellence for Local 
Government7, which is the premium research and 
policy body in this field. 

Investigate development of an accessible 
database of community facilities

This report has discussed lack of information 
on community facilities as a constraint on policy 
formation and program development. While 
acknowledging this situation, there are some 
promising developments that are helping to fill the 
information gap. At researcher level, the Australian 
Urban Research Infrastructure Network (AURIN), 
hosted at the University of Melbourne, is developing 
a web portal with databases and research 
infrastructure “to enable better understanding of 
the current state of Australian cities and towns and 
to meet the challenges they face”8. AURIN currently 
has a database lodged by a private company 
specializing in geo-spatial information, that maps 
“features of interest” in urban settings, including 
community halls, recreation spaces, and so on. This 
is a nascent development only, but the important 
point is that the data infrastructure is  
now in place. At a corporate level many LGAs have 
asset registers with geo-tagged data that are used 

for corporate asset management purposes but  
could also be made publicly available through 
AURIN or elsewhere.

AURIN is a specialist research tool. Developing  
a public interface with such data might be  
undertaken by linking up with university 
departments working with AURIN data. Such an 
exercise could form part of a wider applied research 
project focusing on or encompassing community 
playgroups. Detailed research takes time and 
money. A cost-effective strategy is to leverage 
Australian Research Council (ARC) funds through 
its applied, industry-oriented Linkage scheme. 
Industry partners team up with universities—to 
make a cash and in-kind contribution to supplement 
ARC funding for a three year research project. This 
is a competitive scheme, with a success rate of 
around 35%. if properly scoped and executed, this 
scheme can be highly productive and useful9.

Additionally, a challenge to produce a searchable 
database of suitable facilities for CPs might be set 
for govhack10 or other ‘hacker’ events. Participants 
in these events build public interest web programs 
or apps using open government data11. The lack 
of data on NFP facilities may make the task more 
complex. However, data from institutional sources 
could be supplemented by ‘crowd-sourced’ data 
to help fill in the gaps or assist with updating or 
reputational rating.

Can PA develop a presence and offer a useful 
service in the mobile app environment? While this 
sounds ambitious and requires proper scoping, the 
unlikely example of the Australian public toilet map12 
suggests that it is entirely possible, given sufficient 
resources, data and political support.

Build partnerships and strategic alliances

Partnerships and strategic alliances can raise 
awareness of facility needs and promote PA’s wider 
objectives. The following organisations may be 
particularly relevant:

•	 AMP	Ltd	has	recently	acquired	Axiom	Education,	
Australia’s major education public-private 
partnership investment vehicle. AMP has 
placed on record its desire to invest in areas of 
community benefit, and may be looking for ways 
to demonstrate this.

•	 Some	major	greenfield	housing	developers,	
notably Delfin Lend Lease, have a track record of 
working with community groups and providing 
community facilities as part of developer 
contributions agreed in planning approvals. 

•	 The	YMCA,	which	is	Australia’s	largest	manager	
of public recreation facilities, has recently 
moved into early childhood care provision and 
community facility management. 

7 www.acelg.org.au
8 www.aurin.org.au/about
9 http://www.arc.gov.au/ncgp/lp/lp_default.htm
10 www.govhack.org
11 For example www.theyvoteforyou.org.au or www.planningalerts.org.au
12 https://toiletmap.gov.au/
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•	 The	Australian	Library	and	Information	Association	
has a strong policy orientation towards social inclusion 
and literacy, and may be interested in discussions 
around development of libraries as CP venues.

•	 Developing	a	strategic	relationship	with	the	NFP	
sector may be more challenging. The National 
Roundtable of Non-profit Organisations may be a 
good avenue for communication with the sector. 
The Australian Charities and Not-for-profits 
Commission’s objective to “support and sustain 
a robust, vibrant, independent and innovative 
not-for-profit sector” suggests a policy role 
beyond its regulatory remit.

Engage with emerging policy interests

In the 21st century we are seeing the emergence of 
new societal interests and political vocabularies that 
offer opportunities for PA to not only advance its 
agenda for community facilities, but to position and 
articulate the underlying premises and value of CPs. 
PA needs to have an ear for these shifts and join the 
conversation. Three differently-scaled examples are 
discussed briefly below.

Climate change adaptation Recent bushfire 
emergencies have demonstrated the significance 
of community facilities in emergency situations, as 
refuges, as community meeting and information 
centres, and for recovery and resilience. Activities 
such as CPs which are conducted in community 
facilities will need to be increasingly engaged with 
planning and protocols relating to emergencies and 
extreme weather events, depending on the nature 
and location of the facility. The wider point, though, 
is that climate change adaptation is fostering new 
physical and social planning outlooks at local 

community level, and new forms of community 
organisation and communication. The role of 
community facilities as assets for climate change 
adaptation is a new and significant rationale to 
retain and invest in these places. 

The sharing economy In recent years the concept 
of the sharing or social economy has been used to 
reframe and revalue activities such as volunteering, 
peer production, bartering and other forms of 
non-market exchange. The concept is not new, 
but has been reinvigorated by several factors: 
the internet (as a platform for sharing and co-
production), desires to lessen personal ownership 
and consumption, financial constraints and scarcity, 
and desires to strengthen local connections and 
build social capital (Botsman & Rogers 2010). 
The concept has also been promoted as a way 
of recognising the economic value of non-waged 
labour such as domestic work and social care. There 
are many examples of the sharing economy, from 
CPs and other local-level activities through to some 
(AirBnB and Uber) that have transformed into major 
market-based enterprises. Some governments are 
taking a close interest in the concept and reality 
of the sharing economy, partly from a regulatory 
stance, partly because they perceive the social, 
economic and environmental benefits of sharing. 
In 2015 Amsterdam declared itself Europe’s first 
‘sharing city’, hoping to achieve ‘first mover’ or 
reputational advantage in this area. 

Australia is exposed to critiques of the  
privatisation of parenting and childhood as 
much as any Western liberal democracy. Malone 
(cited in Whitzman & Mirachi 2009:7) observes 
the “middle class pressures to place children in 
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private schools, organise private sports and arts 
lessons, and organise expensive and exotic ‘play 
dates’”. However, CPs demonstrate that there 
is a vibrant interest in social learning and the 
social care of children, and participation in the 
sharing economy and civil society. Volunteering 
and social participation have been encouraged by 
governments in recent years, but these activities 
have not been accorded the status of engagement 
in the waged economy. This is changing, boosted 
by our capacity to articulate and quantify the value 
of non-market exchange. It is suggested here that 
the vocabulary of the sharing economy is a useful 
and engaging way of describing PA’s activities and 
advancing its strategic goals. 

Imagining CPs as part of an education and 
care continuum With the care and education of 
children increasingly seen as a regulated market 
and part of the formal education system, we also 
see the development of binary a formal/informal 
model such as articulated in Australia’s Early Years 
Learning Framework. While the model has merit, 
its language may undervalue informal children’s 
education or social learning. PA’s assertion that 

a high level of playgroup members are also 
consumers of commercial childcare and pre-school 
education suggests that the relationship between 
formal and informal should be re-imagined in terms 
of a care and education continuum. 

The concept of a continuum of care has been used 
most frequently in health and housing settings to 
describe an integrated or holistic approach to needs 
assessment, clinical care and service provision. 
Understood in more general terms, the concept of a 
service continuum can serve to reduce institutional 
barriers, explore shared and complementary 
roles, and encourage participatory or client-based 
perspectives. A continuum operates on a horizontal 
(partnership) rather than a vertical (hierarchical) 
axis, mitigating the power relationships of the latter. 
In the educational sphere, the construct is used by 
Cathy Nutbrown (2006), particularly to emphasise 
the multi-faceted nature of learning, as a process 
that begins at birth, and takes place in multiple 
care settings (parents, communities, childcare 
services, schools). Again, this vocabulary may be 
a useful way of framing PA’s activities, institutional 
relationships and strategic goals.

Section 1: Where Do the Children Play?   Trends, Challenges and Strategies
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1
It can be difficult to find clear air to articulate the 
significance of community-level facilities where 
national and state level policy rhetoric focuses on 
the cost of infrastructure blockages to national 
productivity, or the use of infrastructure investment 
to ‘turbocharge’ state economies. 

However, such rhetoric emphasises the need 
to broaden the policy conversation at these 
levels of government. New national and state 
instrumentalities such as Infrastructure Australia, 
Infrastructure NSW and Major Projects Victoria, 
have paid some attention to cultural and recreational 
infrastructure, and are important voices within 
government. It is encouraging to see the recent NSW 
government state infrastructure strategy highlight 
the recycling or repurposing of infrastructure as one 
of its key messages (New South Wales Government 
2014:6). Might this be a signal that governments 
are becoming more receptive to the issues that are 
canvassed in this paper?

In the absence of national urban policy, we need 
cross-cutting policy conversations between and 
within governments to clarify policy connections 

5. Concluding Remarks

between community infrastructure, community 
services, and community functioning. The field 
of community facilities requires policy leadership 
and coordination, undertaken with an appetite 
for experimentation and innovation, rather than a 
mindset that may be too ready to see community 
facilities as surplus or redundant assets, or not  
see them at all.

As Lewi and Nichols (2010) say, the social value  
of community facilities can be difficult to  
articulate, and is sometimes only realised at the 
point of imminent loss. More work needs to be  
done in developing policy and financial models  
that optimise facility provision and use.  
The construction of larger, multi-purpose 
community centres is not a single answer.  
A range of community facilities at neighbourhood  
scale—primary schools, halls, recreation spaces  
and so on—provides walkable access, flexibility  
and diverse opportunities for civic engagement. 
Many of the arguments for investing in facilities 
suitable for CPs are also arguments for investing  
in the wider civic landscape. 
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PA obtained the names and addresses of more  
than 3600 venues from all STAs and conducted 
text analysis to discover venue types. The initial run 
coded more than 3200 addresses. The remaining 
addresses were manually coded. From this dataset 
the following charts were generated.

Chart One: All Venues, Australia

Current Venue List and Analysis
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Chart Two: ACT Venues Chart Three: NSW Venues

  N.B. Some Venues in the ACT STA are located in NSW

Chart Four: NT Venues Chart Five: QLD Venues

0 5 10 15 20 25

STA venue

Pre-school/kindergarten/childcare

Park

Other

Home

Community/Neighbourhood centre

Community Hall

Church

Not Defined

0 50 100 150 200 250
STA venue

Scouts/Guides

STA venue

Scouts/Guides

School

Park

Pre-school/kindergarten/childcare

Other

Home

Community/Neighbourhood centre

Community Hall

Church

Not Defined

0 1 2 3 4 5 6

STA venue

School

Pre-school/kindergarten/childcare

Community/Neighbourhood centre

Community Hall

Church

Not Defined

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350

STA venue

School

Pre-school/kindergarten/childcare

Park

Other

Home

Community/Neighbourhood centre

Community Hall

Church

Not Defined



Section 2: Current Situation   Current Venue List and Analysis      Contents             25

Chart Six: SA Venues Chart Seven: Tas Venues

Chart Eight: Vic Venues Chart Nine: WA Venues

  N.B. One Community Hall venue in the Vic STA are located in NSW

0 20 40 60 80 100

STA venue

School

Pre-school/kindergarten/childcare

Park

Other

Health service

Community/Neighbourhood centre

Community Hall

Church

Not Defined

0 5 10 15 20

STA venue

School

Pre-school/kindergarten/childcare

Other

Health service

Community/Neighbourhood centre

Community Hall

Church

Not Defined

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350 400 450

School

Pre-school/kindergarten/childcare

Other

Home

Community/Neighbourhood centre

Community Hall

Church

Aged care facility

Not Defined

0 25 50 75 100 125 150 175
STA venue

Scouts/Guides

School

Pre-school/kindergarten/childcare

Park

Other

Home

Health service

Community/Neighbourhood centre

Community Hall

Church

Aged care facility

Not Defined

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350 400 450

School

Pre-school/kindergarten/childcare

Other

Home

Community/Neighbourhood centre

Community Hall

Church

Aged care facility

Not Defined

350 x 
magnification



     Contents             26

2

Section 2: Current Situation   Mapping of Current Venues

PA then took the above dataset and used Google’s 
online’s tool to automatically geo-code the 
addresses with latitude and longitude. A map 
was then generated from this geo-coded dataset 
plotting the locations of the venues for each state 
and territory. These maps are shown below. Note 
that automatic geocoding may contain errors.

Mapping of Current Venues

Map One: All Venues, Australia



     Contents             27Section 2: Current Situation   Mapping of Current Venues

Map Two: ACT Venues Map Three: NSW Venues
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Map Four: NT Venues Map Five: QLD Venues
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Map Six: SA Venues Map Seven: Tas Venues



Map Eight: Vic Venues
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Map Nine: WA Venues
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Section 2: Current Situation   Coordinator Survey and Analysis

Currently PA has 3,648 playgroup venues on  
record. These venues are spread across 
metropolitan, regional and rural areas of Australia. 
The playgroups that use the venues come in all 
shapes and sizes and range from having one group 
to multiple groups accessing a venue every day. 
PA sent out a 13-question survey to all community 
playgroup coordinators.
A playgroup coordinator is a volunteer parent, 
grandparent or carer who is the primary contact 
for the group and often provides leadership and 
planning for the group. There were 618 coordinators 
from across Australia who completed the survey. 
Below is an analysis of the data at a national level 
followed by a state and territory breakdown. The 
survey had open-text fields allowing coordinators 
to share their thoughts and ideas. Quotes from their 
responses are linked to graphs, highlighting their 
concerns and issues. 

Coordinator Survey and Analysis

Question 1: What sort of venue is your playgroup held in?
On a national level the three most common venues are community halls (including Scout and Guide halls), 
church halls and community neighbourhood centres.

Selected responses
“We felt the church was trying to push us out with the 
serious increase in rent. Other churches are all increasing 
their rent. There are no other venues in our area other 
than church halls.” NSW

“Other than the rent being a little expensive we are a 
little insecure if the church ever wants us out there is 
nowhere in the area that has the facilities we need and 
our playgroup will need to close indefinitely.” NSW

“Our venue is wonderful and it’s the reason some out  
of area members attend.” NSW

“We are really lucky, our school is great to deal with.” NSW

“We love our space and think it is one of the best  
going around.” NSW

“We are fortunate to be at a school that provides access 
to a range of resources free of charge. We therefore can 
charge lower fees.” SA 

“The playgroup hall hired by the council is in dire need 
of fixing…the floors are all uneven and the council never 
contacts us back after we spent time showing them the 
problems.” NSW

 Church hall

 Community hall (including scout and guide halls)

 Community/neighbourhood centres

 Family home

 Kindergarten/preschool

 School hall/space

 Other

 No Response

21.4%

25.1%

19.4%0.3%

14.4%

11.7%

0.3%

7.4%
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Question 2: How many sessions do you have per week?
Over 70% of all playgroups meet either once a week or once a fortnight.

Question 3: How much does it cost to hire your  
playgroup venue per week?
Venue fees range from $0 to $700 per week. Over 50% of playgroups  
pay a hire fee for their venue, with 8% paying $50 or more per week.

Selected responses
“To keep costs down we have been meeting in a nearby park every other week weather 
permitting.” NSW

“We have over 50 families that come to our groups each week. We are a lovely 
community based playgroup and we do depend on fundraisers such as fairs to keep 
going.” NSW

“We have lost members as we are more expensive than other playgroups in the area.  
We dropped from 4 days to 1.” Vic

“We would love to hold more sessions. Unfortunately our venue is used by a lot of 
community groups. We are currently on a waiting list for a spare session.” SA

Selected responses
“Working with the neighbourhood centre committee has helped to keep our venue free.” NSW

“We barely cover the rent with having regular families attend. Because the hall is small 
we see a drop in number over the winter as we struggle to fit in the space. I am reluctant 
to raise fees as I fear that will result in even lower numbers.” NSW

“We meet in fear of rent increasing again with little warning.” NSW

“Our local supermarket contributes $20 per week towards rent.” NSW

“We are grateful to our local council for letting us use the venue at no charge… this helps 
us to keep our costs to a minimum for families who want to attend.” Qld

“Trying to get enough families to cover rent each week is always hard.” WA
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Question 4: What are the total other costs (i.e. non-venue) 
you pay per week? i.e. cleaning, storage, rubbish, rates 
and utilities, maintenance, etc.
At least 20% of the playgroups pay an additional amount on top of their rent 
to hire their venue. 63% either have costs included in their rent or organise 
volunteer working bees instead of paying additional costs. 

Selected responses
“Playgroup NT provides affordable insurance so we can hire our venue.” NT

“We are happy with our venue and we are afforded a storage room and a reduced rent 
because the playgroup has been going for many years.” NSW

“One of our biggest issues is being charged fees for storage during school holidays  
when we are not meeting. If our playgroup was forced to move to a new location,  
I feel we could just disband.” NSW

“Although we have a low cost venue with the church we still face issues on venue 
maintenance ie lawn mowing and responsibilities for keeping areas tidy.” WA

“We pay rates and water to the council. We also pay the electricity bill from  
the hall hire.” Tas

“Assist with repairs and join community centre committee.” NSW 

“We contribute to resources, busy bees, large purchases etc.” WA

“All the repairs, painting, safety measures, window furnishings,  
vermin prevention/removal, garden maintenance (mowing, trimming and planting).” Tas
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Question 5: Is your playgroup responsible for?  
(please tick all that apply)
The majority of respondents are responsible for cleaning their venue. 

Selected responses
“Council seem happy to take our fees but seem to ignore issues when things needs  
to be repaired or when we have asked for storage space.” NSW

“We have issues communicating with the landlord i.e. do not return calls or provide 
receipt for payment of rent. Security issues with fence not attended to and suggestions 
not taken on board e.g. railing on stairs to hall.” NSW

“Our playgroup has a big issue with keeping families as our venue is in desperate  
need of being updated and made safe but we can’t afford anything more than the  
rent we pay.” Vic

“There is much pressure every term to come up with rent. We have no extra funds to 
update toys—family members donate a craft activity every week to save costs.” Vic

“Whilst we appreciate our current location we do find it difficult to operate efficiently 
here. We have been successful getting a gaming grant to help upgrade toilets (so we can 
use them) and help with some drainage (our kitchen/storage area is flooded several times 
a year). We still face problems in wet weather or very hot weather, as we do not have any 
areas that are protected from rain or an indoor space to retreat from the heat.” Qld

“We leave it clean, often we have to sweep before we start!!” NSW

“We have also spent $11,000 installing a shade sail and soft fall outside our room on 
council property.” NSW0
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Question 6a: Is your venue shared with others users?
79% of the playgroups share their venue with other  
playgroups or community groups. 

Question 6b: If yes, how many?
However 30% of these groups are unaware of how many  
other groups are using their venue.

Selected responses
“Often in shared venues there is a lot of clean up from previous hirers prior to beginning a session. Things are also often slow to be rectified when dealing with councils.” NSW

“We are so very lucky with our venue, especially because we don’t have to share with anyone else. We have huge amounts of storage space, large undercover area, lots of tree shade 
in a big backyard and a large sand pit. And all this for an extremely small cost. We are very blessed.” Qld

“We are finding that as soon as a light is left on, the rubbish is left out or the door is unlocked, the hall committee come straight to us, assuming it was us.  
I am going to suggest to the hall committee that a sign in and out sheet to mark of bins, sweeping and doors is initiated.” Qld

“We are lucky to have a venue to ourselves so we can leave it always set up ready for playgroup. This suits our program very well, families feel they have ownership and become 
involved in the care and maintenance of the building and garden. And this is very helpful to the playgroup coordinator.” WA
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Question 7: Does your venue have ease of accessibility? 
(please tick all that apply) 
The majority of venues have some accessible characteristics.

Selected responses
“We used to have ample street parking, but now city workers get in first.” Tas

Question 8: What is the postcode of your venue?
Responses from the survey came from across Australia  
with the majority in NSW, Vic and Qld. 

Selected response
“Playgroup is the best way to meet other mums in our remote area.” NSW
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Question 9: Have you required assistance from your 
Playgroup Association to locate, hire or negotiate the 
terms of your venue use?
75% of respondents have not required assistance from their local Playgroup 
Association with their venue.

Selected responses
“We love our playgroup and the support I received starting it was fantastic. It’s mine  
and my daughter’s favourite day of the week.” NSW

“We had great support to start up our playgroup.” SA

Question 10: Has the cost to hire your playgroup venue 
increased in the past 3 years?
24% of playgroups have had their rent increased in the past 3 years. 

Selected responses
“We really enjoy our playgroup. We had our outdoor section taken away, which makes  
it limited the things we can do at playgroup. Yet each year they put up the rent.  
We don’t argue against it as they will just tell us to go. We would not be able to find 
another location so we just accept their conditions.” NSW

“Our rental agreement is currently being reviewed and the health centre wants to  
charge us more than 5 times the rent we are currently paying. This would bankrupt  
us if it goes through.” NSW

“We are becoming unviable with the increase in rent. We will need to raise our fees.” Qld

“Our rent goes up every year and sometimes we just cover rent. They took away our 
outdoor area due to renovations extending the car park and limited us to one room, yet 
increased our rent.” NSW
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Question 11: Has your playgroup has to relocate  
in the past 3 years? (please tick all that apply)
If a playgroup has had to relocate it was due to venue  
availability and other factors. 

Selected responses
“We are currently seeking a new venue as we can’t afford our rent.” NSW

“Our playgroup has to relocate at the beginning of the year from our previous venue of 
31 years. It has been a major change with many challenges. We were faced with a lack 
of venue options in our area. Once we found a venue storage was a major issue, which 
we have since solved through the help of local businesses. We are now trying to work 
with council to provide a fenced area outside as inside is fully carpeted so not suitable for 
messy play.” Vic

“It has been hard finding a new venue that is suitable for children. We had trouble finding 
a venue that didn’t limit us to being either outside or inside.” Vic

“We are fortunate as our council helps with the cost of the hall otherwise we may have 
had to close our playgroup down a couple of years ago.” Qld 

“When we moved from the rec centre to the school our costs were decreased. This 
resulted in a significant increase of members.” WA

“It is incredibly difficult to find a suitable, available and affordable location in our area.” NSW
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Question 12: What are the top 3 things  
your ideal venue would have?
An ideal venue would have secure outdoor facilities, ample secure storage, 
secure indoor facilities, a kitchen, play equipment and resources and  
adult/child toilets and baby change table.

Selected responses
“Purpose built venues for NSW would be great.” NSW

“Would love safe outdoor facility for children however council  
won’t agree to put up fencing.” NSW

“It is very hard to find a venue to hold a playgroup. Rent must be minimal in order to 
sustain smaller groups. It needs to be child friendly and well maintained. If our current 
venue becomes unavailable then we would no longer be able to operate a playgroup in 
our town.” Qld
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Our STA have first-hand experience talking 
to families about venue issues, concerns and 
problems. They are the first point of contact for 
anyone who is interested in starting a playgroup or 
is having difficulties with their current venue. 

This section summarises the commonalities  
that all STAs have with community playgroup 
venues and highlights some concerns that are 
relevant to their  
individual jurisdictions. 

Infrastructure

There seems to be an increasing trend of lack of 
community venue infrastructure in new urban 
developments and urban growth corridors. This 
can prevent playgroups from commencing in these 
areas as new families move there but do not have 
access to a venue. With the closure of council, 
church and other community facilities there is a 
significant drop in appropriate venues available. 
With the older venues that are still open, families 
may find them off-putting if they are looking for a 
contemporary setting and families. 

Scheduling

Community venues are often shared with  
multiple groups as well as playgroups.  
Families can find it hard to find a time slot that 
suits when their group is able to meet. Increasingly 
playgroups have expressed an interest in meeting 
on weekends (to accommodate work schedules) 
however this period is when most venues are 
heavily booked, limiting the chances of weekend 
playgroups occurring. 

Appropriateness for children

Some venues although they may be available are 
not welcoming/appropriate for children. This means 
that venues may place restrictions on the type of 
activities that can occur, where the children can be 

or provide a list of compliances to be adhered to. 
The venue that may require lengthy cleaning after, so 
playgroup time is shortened to be able to meet this. 

Access for prams/disabilities

With new venues not being created or not available 
to playgroups, playgroups are often limited to older 
venues. These venues may not have appropriate 
access for prams. This can also extend to children 
or adults with disabilities. This can be a deterrent 
for families to continue to go to playgroup or may 
prevent them from joining in the first place. 

Health and safety risks

Some venues can have lack of toilet facilities, shade 
for outdoor play or fencing near roads or car parks. 
If a playgroup meets at a park, checks for sharps 
and other hazardous material need to be performed 
before playgroup begins each week. 

Security measures

Limitations can be placed on having access to 
keys for the venue or secure storage areas. With 
playgroups often meeting at shared venues, secure 
storage is important as playgroups need to keep 
supplies, resources and equipment at the venue 
to minimise families needing to bring them every 
week. If secure storage is provided, it could be 
quite small and limit what the group can keep at 

CEO Reports
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the venue. When the storage is not secure, families 
often worry about things getting stolen or damaged 
by other groups. When only one member of the 
group is allowed to be the key holder, this can create 
pressure and stress when they are unavailable to 
attend a session and need to try and arrange for 
someone else to pick up the keys. 

Public transport

Families may only have access to one car, so rely 
on public transport to get around. These families 
are then limited to venues that are either in walking 
distance or are accessible via public transport. 
However venues may not be on a public transport 
route or families may need to catch multiple buses 
or trains to get to them. 

Maintenance and renovation

The age of some venues and the lack of renovation 
or maintenance by councils or venue owners can 
make some venues unsafe for children (and adults) 
to attend. Some venues will place the responsibility 
for maintenance of the venue on the playgroup, 
meaning they need to find the time and the 
resources to sustain or improve the venue. If a venue 

is being renovated, it can result in the playgroup 
needing to find either a new or temporary location 
to meet. Loss of venue could mean that a playgroup 
loses access to equipment or facilities. It could also 
mean that the playgroup ceases to meet during this 
time, which can be quite disheartening to families. 

Affordability

Though costs may vary across different states 
and territories, finding an affordable venue that 
is appropriate for playgroups is a common issue. 
There are increasingly higher costs to hire a venue, 
with $50 or more becoming a common hire price  
for the two-hour session. If there are few options  
for community venues in the area, hire costs have 
been known to double or previously free venues 
have begun to charge rent. Playgroups will make  
an effort to afford high rental prices by fundraising 
and seeking sponsorship from local businesses. 
Some playgroups have needed to change venues or 
cease meeting when this has occurred as  
they struggle to split the costs between them.  
High rental prices are also a common reason for 
playgroups to not begin in the first place if families 
cannot afford to hire the venue.
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NSW—specific issues

Playgroup-specific venues

A key issue in NSW is that many of the  
playgroup-specific venues were constructed or 
converted 20-30 years ago, so the general issues 
with their upkeep are really starting to emerge 
now. For community playgroups and the Playgroup 
Association it is a delicate balance between 
identifying the maintenance issues and seeking 
council support to address them with the  
ever-present concern that any issues raised will 
prompt the council to review the venue and make  
a decision to close or repurpose it. 

Reform of local government

There has been significant reform of local 
government resulting in a number of council 
mergers and an aggressive plan to force many 
local councils to amalgamate in Sydney. Reform is 
driven in no small part by financial issues with the 
local council—many councils are not financially 
sustainable or are in significant debt and are 
struggling to fund basic local infrastructure and 
services. As a result, every council, regardless of 
whether they are facing amalgamation, is seeking 
cost savings and looking for opportunities to 
increase council revenue.

Qld—specific issues

Leased venues

Playgroup Queensland manages leases on  
11 buildings which are predominantly made 
available to community playgroups. This means that 
they cover the costs of repairs and maintenance of 
the venues in order to not pass this onto families. 

Vic—specific issues

Priority to other groups

Venues providers increasingly prioritise other 
community functions above playgroups in an effort 
to increase operating profit. Some restrict activities 
including children based on a perceived insurance 
liability even when our insurance covers playgroup 
activities. Sporting facilities have historically not 
been keen to engage playgroups to share space due 
to perceived risk of damage.

WA—specific issues

Co-location arrangements

An increased number of playgroups are being forced 
to become involved in complex, poorly thought out 
co-location arrangements where the primary lease 
holder uses playgroup to subsidise their services. 

SA—specific issues

Kindergartens

Kindergartens can become unavailable when their 
session times fill out and they need to increase the 
number of kindergarten sessions on offer. 

ACT—specific issues

Bond

Charging a bond for hire is becoming more 
common, so playgroups may be asked to provide a 
$1000 for bond before having access to the venue. 
This large upfront cost is not possible for all groups. 

NT—specific issues

Pest control

Pest control for outside areas is expensive as  
ant infestations are common throughout entire 
garden areas. 
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South Australia
Venue/Organisation/Department Examples successful interventions
Schools Playgroup SA has an ongoing support contract for all playgroups in Department 

of Education and Childhood Development (DECD) venues. We are promoted by 
DECD as a contact for all playgroups. Playgroup SA is also listed in the DECD 
Playgroup Principles Guide. Also the co-deliverer of a supported playgroup 
program of 80 playgroups. 

Local Government This is dependent on whether the LGA has an early childhood strategy.  
For those LGA’s that do, we approach to provide assistance in establishing 
playgroups in their municipality. We’ve also partnered with the Obesity 
Prevention and Lifestyle Program (OPAL) in LGA to promote an active and 
healthy lifestyle with active-focused community playgroups in LGA areas. 

State Education Department As above. We have an ongoing partnership with the DECD.

State Government The Health Department has allowed playgroups for first-time mothers, groups 
form into community playgroups up to the child’s first year of age on site at  
child and youth health centres. 

STA owned/leased properties Our own property has a purpose-built playroom that is leased out four days  
a week to local playgroups. 

Community Hubs/ 
Migrant Resource Centres

We have employed the same strategy with community hubs as we have with the 
Migrant Resource Centres. We have been delivering workshops to garner interest 
and then establishing community playgroups.

In 2015 we have been delivering workshops 
on ‘What is a playgroup?’ to the multicultural 
communities through the Migrant Resource  
Centre. There are three migrant resource  
centres in the Adelaide metropolitan region,  
plus six regional centres. All Centres have  
provided space and resources for the provision  
of a community playgroup. This has helped 
Playgroup SA to establish playgroups in rather  
large regional centres, which have had few 
community playgroups for a number of years. 

Prior to 2015 Playgroup SA negotiated community 
space in the substantial developments happening 
in the northern belt of the metropolitan region 
of Adelaide. This led to the establishment of 
Community Playgroups and community spaces, 
which made these developments more attractive  
to families. 

2 Successful Interventions
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Northern Territory
Venue/Organisation/Department Examples successful interventions
Schools Meeting with schools, room-use agreements between Playgroup NT and schools. 

Often grants are applied for to purchase storage facilities for playgroup items. 
Ensuring that the toys/craft are kept separate from the school’s supplies prevents 
concern over liability for any damage to school equipment. Outside fixed play 
equipment is usually shared. This is Playgroup NT’s preferred option for future 
venue negotiations.

Local Government Industry housing is currently used by the STA for both supported and community 
playgroups. Lease agreement.

State Government Community facilities offered by Department of Lands and Planning rent-free. 
Department responsible for infrastructure maintenance.

Churches Church halls are usually rented for affordable rent. Often free to members of the 
church but this presents a problem for continuity when church member who is 
coordinator leaves playgroup.

STA owned/leased properties Playgroup NT looking at renting spaces at other community venues e.g. libraries, 
toy libraries, sporting facilities (YMCA) for specific time slots.

Community Hub Playgroup NT is currently joining other organisations for community events at 
community hubs as a pre-cursor to applying to use the space.

Western Australia
Venue/Organisation/Department Examples successful interventions
Schools Ongoing participation in local school and community Australian Early 

Development Census (AEDC) forums and presentations to school groups 
including Primary Principal’s Association.

Local Government Local government toolkit co-produced and distributed with WA Local 
Government Association (WALGA), co-hosting early years forum with WALGA, 
presentations at local government forums in regional and local community. 
Assistance in resolving disputes between local government and playgroups.

State Education Department Transition to School Contract with State Education: resources for new groups, 
start-up kits for new groups, promotion to schools. Participation in state  
AEDC committee.

State Government Advocacy through Department of Local Government and Communities.

Our Transition to School program has been a 
success. In addition, we have increased venue 
utilisation by helping small closed groups become 
large open groups through amalgamation.
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Playgroup Australia (PA) has prioritised its strategic response to the Venues Project and the following 
actions need to be taken, some by PA and many by State and Territory Associations (STA). 

Not all of the sound recommendations from the Venues Project research paper by Dr Ian McShane  
from the Centre for Urban Research, RMIT, can be included here. 

PA has made a pragmatic assessment of what it should do, with limited resources, to make a difference.  
The research paper will be revisited in future to inform next steps. 

Future Directions and Action Plan

Priority Theme Action Responsible Driver Strategic Partners Time line Success: by assessing these 
outcomes 

Raise awareness 
about venue 
realities and 

trends; monitor 
progress

Discuss the findings of research with DSS and  
with Minister’s Office PA

Researcher

Other NGO with venue issues?

ALGA?

by July 2015 DSS engages with jurisdictions  
about	venues;

Continue to meet on a regular basis with National 
Planning Institute, ALGA, sponsors of AURIN regional 
data portal, others as appropriate

PA
DSS, other departments with 
responsibility for urban or regional 
development and infrastructure

ongoing to 
2020

Minister flags discussion with  
Ministerial Council or communicates  
with jurisdictional partners.

Discuss the findings at jurisdiction level with  
state/territory and local government, planners  
and developers

STA

PA
LGA;	other	community	groups	 
using	venues;	church	leaders 2015–16 State/Terr and LGA engage with  

planners and collect data on venues

PA should consider holding a national conference 
looking at community development and community 
infrastructure. This would raise awareness of the issues 
and could be used to foster partnerships

PA

DSS, other departments with 
responsibility for urban or regional 
development and infrastructure

LGA;	other	community	groups	using	
venues;	church	leaders

2015–16
Media and publicity on this issue,  
stronger awareness of problem in 
government and with new partnerships
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Priority Theme Action Responsible Driver Strategic Partners Time line Success: by assessing these outcomes 

Exchange 
best practice 

partnership and 
management 
strategies on 

venues

Exchange	commentary	on	best	practice;	case	 
studies shared

PA	to	facilitate;

Input	from	STA;

Model partners may  
also	contribute;

STA should replicate this  
at jurisdiction level with 

like-minded orgs, if possible

Some model venue operators?

Organisations with common interest?
2016–18

Shared plans and ideas taken up  
by	others;

Good	practice	is	discussed;

Data	collected	and	shared	with	other	orgs;
Media and publicity on this issue, stronger 
awareness of problem in government and 
with new partnerships

ICT and 
communication

Upload	Venues	Project	report	to	website;	

PA in partnership with 
DSS, NATSEM/CURF/
AURIN or others who  

have funding for urban  
and regional services  

ICT	solutions;
DSS

NATSEM

AURIN

Researcher

RMIT

ongoing to 
2020

Findings	are	discussed;

New data or info is added to  
online resources

Further research and monitoring of  
venues is funded

More groups adopt a flexible venues 
approach through ICT use

Assess use of this or other websites/blogs/data bases 
for	future	shared	resources;

STA to report on any 
similar developments at 

jurisdiction level

Explore and encourage use of social media for groups 
who can/need to meet at various venues. PA and STA

Explore alternative ways of bringing carers together PA and STA

Engage 
directly with 

state/territory 
governments and 
LGA on venues

Create or gain access to state-wide forums on  
planning	and	community	facilities; STA State/territory	government;

Planners

Developers

Church and School leaders  
at	community	level;

LGA authorities

Ongoing  
(build on 

success and 
share across 
jurisdictions) 

to 2020

State and territory governments allocate 
more	resources	for	venues;

Partnerships with planners and developers 
are established

Existing venues are better maintained, 
managed and shared

Continue to foster relationships with government 
departments for education, planning, infrastructure  
and with planners and developers at local level

STA

Abbreviations used:

PA Playgroup Australia NATSEM National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling LGA Local Government Authorities

STA State and Territory Associations (of PA). AURIN Australian Urban Research Infrastructure Network ALGA Australian Local Government Association

DSS Department of Social Services (federal government) CURF Canberra Regional and Urban Futures RMIT RMIT University, Melbourne
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