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Abstract 

Australia’s tropical regions represent around one third of the nation’s continental land mass. 

Yet only about five percent of Australia’s population live in the tropics, and most of them 

reside along the coastal fringe of Queensland’s northeast. That leaves vast areas of northern 

land with very few people and comparatively much less industrial and commercial 

development than southern regions. The predominance of southern settlements in Australia is 

partially explained by the pattern of development established during colonisation—from the 

eighteenth-century penal settlements to the post Second World War immigration boom, most 

new settlers have congregated within the cities and coastal fringe of the continent’s south-

east. Most Australians have lived in the temperate zones of the continent’s south, and few 

people have developed firsthand experience living in the distinctive regions of the Australian 

tropics. Many Australians have never ventured into parts of the continent that lay to the north 

of the Tropic of Capricorn, but people and governments based in southern cities have often 

been fascinated by the prospective outcomes of developing ad populating northern Australia. 

For at least 150 years, people and governments located in the south have metaphorically 

gazed northwards and imagined a vast empty landscape full of both hazards and potential. 

Northern emptiness stimulated a variety of concerns and drove intense political debates about 

the economic potential of tropical Australia—and the national and international consequences 

of failing to exploit it. Since federation of the Australian colonies in 1901, national debates 

have often described the north as a problem requiring a solution. 

Meanwhile, people living in the Australian tropics have formed their own views on northern 

development and attempted to influence national policy. Owing to the expansion of 

pastoralism, mining, and the sugar industry in the late eighteenth century, north Queensland 

attracted more settlers than any other tropical region. Despite a rapid period of colonisation in 

north Queensland, its residents often felt the distance between them and the colonial 

government in Brisbane—around 1500 kilometres to the south. North Queenslanders 

encountered the challenges of industrialising a vast region, which lay thousands of kilometres 

away from legislators and the main sources of capital, technical knowledge, and materials. In 

the federal era, small northern populations continued to struggle against distance and 

isolation. With no state or federal government headquartered in the Australian tropics, local 

councils became a vital feature in the administration of life in the north. During and after the 

Second World War, local councils in Queensland’s north became more assertive in 
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coordinating regional development. They implemented a regional version of the national 

post-war reconstruction agenda and in doing so, escalated their contribution to national 

debates about northern development. 

This thesis discusses and analyses the political history of northern development in Australia 

from 1939 to 1969, with special attention given to the evolving campaigns led by the North 

Queensland Local Government Association. Established in 1944, the North Queensland 

Local Government Association (NQLGA) made an impact on post-war reconstruction and 

northern development in Australia. The Association modernised infrastructure and improved 

social conditions in Queensland’s north. In an era when federal proposals for developing 

Australia’s northern regions often struggled to make a convincing case for Commonwealth 

investment, these were significant contributions to nation building. Putting substance before 

parochialism, the Association fostered cooperation among municipal authorities and patiently 

lobbied the Queensland Government. After moderate success, some members complained 

that their region was part of a “neglected north” and called for a more assertive campaign. By 

the late 1950s, having developed regional infrastructure and grown in confidence, the 

NQLGA started to look for new challenges and shifted its lobbying to target the 

Commonwealth Government. North Queensland’s local governments sought changes to 

national development policy. They reached across the continent to Western Australia in 

search of alliances with like-minded groups and governments. They found common ground in 

regional organisations from Victoria and New South Wales and collaborated on lobbying 

efforts with a number of prominent Australians from the academic and business fields. 

When dealing with the period after 1960, the analysis focuses on one particular campaign 

sponsored by north Queensland’s local governments and funded by donations from a variety 

of regional and national sources. The campaign was called “People the North” and its 

lobbying and publicity drive influenced state and federal development debates on northern 

Australia, contributing to the increased Commonwealth attention given to the north during 

this time. By exploring the “People the North” lobbying group, and the wider history of the 

North Queensland Local Government Association, this thesis sheds new light on a neglected 

part of Australia’s political history: the contribution of regional political voices from 

Australia’s north to nation-building projects such as post-war reconstruction and northern 

development. 
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Introduction           1 

Introduction 

Northern Australia aroused significant interest from governments and entrepreneurs in the 

decades following the Second World War. In this period, a number of interrelated values and 

concerns defined the politics of northern development, including sovereignty, race, national 

security, the economy, and notions of untapped opportunity. Australia’s northern regions 

were still relatively undeveloped, and governments and business leaders debated the value 

and significance of these areas to local and national interests. With few Australians living in 

the north, some politicians saw the area as a vast empty space. Emptiness rhetoric stirred 

imaginations and fed debates about the environmental attributes and economic value of 

northern lands. These debates were overlayed by the ideals, which underpinned federation of 

the Australian colonies, the White Australia policy, and anxieties concerning foreign invasion 

from potential adversaries to the north of the continent. The proximity of northern Australia 

to some of the battles of the Second World War—and the evolving consequences of receding 

colonial empires in Southeast Asia— nourished evolving fears that an aggressive foe might 

one day invade Australia from the north. Yet, there was no credible and direct threat and no 

consensus about the rationale for northern development—government departments could not 

agree on whether it was a project of national security, economic growth, or some other 

political initiative. In the air of uncertainty, local priorities often collided with broader 

national concerns and as society and Australian governments adjusted to cultural and 

economic changes in the 1950s and 1960s, the politics of northern development reflected 

complex political and social tensions.  

This thesis explores the political history of northern development in Australia. More 

specifically, it considers how local governments in north Queensland contributed to regional 

development and influenced national policy debates in the twenty-five years following the 

Second World War. The temporal scope of the thesis traces the rise of a unified political 

voice in northern Australia and has a special focus on the role of the North Queensland Local 

Government Association—from its origins in 1944 to its attempts to shape national 

development policy through the “People the North” lobbying campaign in the 1960s. 

The geographic scope of the thesis is much broader, partly because definitions of northern 

Australia are notoriously flexible. They depend upon the perspectives and interests of various 

protagonists, and expand and contract for reasons like geography, culture, identity 



Introduction             2 

   

governance, history, and politics. Yet Australia’s coastlines and the Tropic of Capricorn 

allow for an expedient definition. While the north consisted of distinct regions, these areas 

collectively formed a super-region encompassing one third of the Australian continent. The 

area stretched from the Indian Ocean in the west across the continent to the Pacific Ocean in 

the east. This thesis defines northern Australia’s southern and northern geographical 

boundaries as beginning at the Tropic of Capricorn in the south and following the shape of 

the northern coastline, which meets the Indian Ocean, and the Timor and Arafura Seas, the 

Gulf of Carpentaria, and the Timor and Coral Seas. After the Second World War, the 

Commonwealth of Australia increasingly used the Tropic definition—with some regional 

exceptions—to delineate the north. While this thesis considers the period between 1939 and 

1969 and focuses on post-Second World War political debates about the north, the historical 

pattern of colonial development in Australia provides important historical context. 

Colonial interest in the continental north of Australia reflected many of the ideas, which had 

prompted European exploration of the Pacific. Maritime explorers were often eager to 

discover and exploit new lands and once permanent settlement of the Australian continent 

gained pace in the early nineteenth century, the north attracted greater attention from 

overland pioneers. Taking their lead from the British government, explorers and a few settlers 

who followed them dismissed Indigenous occupation and ownership of Australian lands. 

They poured outwards from penal settlements in pursuit of adventure and opportunity. 

Towards the end of the colonial era, the frontier had expanded into Queensland’s tropics as 

pastoralists pushed northwards in pursuit of grazing country. A few thousand European and 

Asian opportunists flocked to the region following the discovery of gold and other minerals. 

New arrivals forced their way into the dense coastal rainforests of northeast Queensland. The 

fertile soils of these lands enticed agriculturalists and native plants were hacked down to 

make way for profitable crops. Settlers came in search of opportunity and capitalists 

organised and indentured labour from a variety of locations across the southwest Pacific. 

Indigenous inhabitants were often driven off or killed and new settlements soon dotted the 

area. The sugar industry emerged as a major stimulant to the colonial development of north 

Queensland and larger towns with access to the sea were established at Mackay, Cairns, and 

Townsville making this area the most heavily populated of Australia’s continental north. Yet, 

just as the colonial development of north Queensland unfolded, the colonies agreed to 

federate and permanently change the system of government on the Australian continent. The 

timing of federation and its consequences for national development helped to influence 
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perceptions among some federal-era local and national leaders that the north remained 

unsatisfactorily developed. In some respects, this view assumed that colonisation had stopped 

before achieving the same degree of dominion over northern lands that settlement of the 

south had already assured. Federation had all but locked in the southerly focus of 

development and population growth in Australia at the expense of northern regions. 

The sense that the north remained unsatisfactorily developed stimulated a variety of 

responses, but few responses from the north are well understood. If the north began at the 

Tropic of Capricorn then no colonial, state, or federal government had ever been based in 

northern Australia. Therefore, most of the contributions to debates about the north’s value to 

the Australian nation have come from outside the region. Histories of these political debates 

about northern development have generally illuminated the efforts of people, capital, and 

governments located in southern Australia or overseas. Yet local councils in north 

Queensland provide a source of uniquely northern perspectives on debates about regional and 

national development in Australia. 

In 1944, ten local councils established the North Queensland Local Government Association 

at a meeting in Innisfail in the Johnstone Shire.1 The councils formed the Association to 

improve local cooperation on development and orchestrate a regional version of the national 

post-war reconstruction agenda. Over the next twenty-five years, membership of the 

Association doubled and affiliated councils implemented numerous initiatives to develop 

north Queensland. In 1944, the original members represented the settlements of Atherton, 

Cairns, Cardwell, Douglas, Eacham, Herberton, Hinchinbrook, Johnstone, Mulgrave, and 

Townsville.2 It went on to become one of northern Australia’s most important post-Second 

World War political voices. Originally constituted as the North Queensland Local Authorities 

Association (NQLAA), the body’s official documents adopted the title the North Queensland 

 
1 The president of the Malanda Chamber of Commerce was also present at the inaugural meeting in Innisfail: 
"Local Authorities Form Northern Body," Townsville Daily Bulletin (hereafter TDB), 12 April 1944, 2. 
2 At the time, the ten local government authorities occupied lands traditionally owned by First Nations 
Peoples—Yirrganydji, Djabuganjdji, Yidinjdji, Bindal, Wulgurukaba, Kuku-Yalanji, Djirbalngan, Mbabaram, 
Girramay, Gulnay, Djiru, Warrgamay, Nyawaygi, Djirbalngan, Ngadjonji, Mamu, Warungnu, Gugu-Badhun, 
Ewamian, Gugu-Yimidhirr, Kokowarra, Kokomini, Mutumui, and Lama Lama: Australian Government, 
National Native Title Tribunal, “National Native Title Register”, 
http://www.nntt.gov.au/searchRegApps/NativeTitleRegisters/Pages/Search-National-Native-Title-Register.asp;  
Australian Government, Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, “Map of 
Indigenous Australia”, https://aiatsis.gov.au/explore/map-indigenous-australia.  
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Local Government Association from October 1952.3 However, many Association members 

and the public and local media continued to use the NQLAA title and acronym until the early 

1960s. From then, the word “Government” permanently replaced “Authorities” in most 

public and private references to the organisation. Nomenclature did not alter the 

Association’s priorities and for simplicity, this thesis uses the NQLGA title and acronym.  

Initially, the North Queensland Local Government Association (NQLGA) prioritised 

rebuilding the region after the Second World War. Member councils sought to modernise 

infrastructure and improve social conditions across north Queensland. The Association 

lobbied the Queensland government and private industry for support for development 

projects and built relations with federal government departments. During the 1940s and 

1950s, the NQLGA influenced numerous industry and infrastructure projects and contributed 

to civic, social, and cultural development across the region. By the late 1950s, having 

developed regional infrastructure, grown in confidence, and on the lookout for new 

challenges, the Association shifted its lobbying to target the policies of the nation’s 

Commonwealth Government. 

Mineral discoveries in Queensland and Western Australia in the 1950s had helped to 

stimulate broader economic interest in northern potential. The North Queensland Local 

Government Association was aware of the gradual shift in the nation’s mood. By 1961, the 

NQLGA was in a strong position with twenty local councils contributing funds and support. 

With strong links to the region’s business community and port and power authorities, the 

NQLGA’s leaders sensed an opportunity to reposition the north as a national priority. The 

Association seized the initiative in 1962 and launched the “People the North” publicity 

campaign, which promoted rapid population growth and development of the Australian 

tropics. In a reflection of local and regional frustrations with state and federal governments, 

People the North called for the creation of a statutory authority to manage development 

across Australia’s north. The lobbying group used modern political communication 

techniques in an attempt to convince Australians of the urgency of northern development. 

People the North promoted the lifestyle advantages of living in the north and appealed to 

Australians in the south to shift to the tropics. The campaign generated frequent positive 

 
3 “North Queensland Local Government Association Meeting (hereafter NQLGA) meeting 4 July 1952: 
Agenda”, NQLGA records, held at James Cook University Library Special Collections (hereafter JCULSC) 
(archive “in process” at time of thesis submission). 
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media about the potential for development in northern Australia and attracted high-profile 

support. 

The People the North lobbying group brought together numerous political and commercial 

interests. Prominent Australians such as William Walkley, the managing director of Ampol 

Petroleum, and Douglas Copland, an eminent economist and former chancellor of the 

Australian National University backed People the North’s lobbying campaigns. Walkley 

donated money and both men used their profiles to push the case for a bigger national 

commitment to northern development. Lobbying by the People the North Committee (PTNC) 

stimulated cooperation on northern policy between the state governments in Western 

Australia and Queensland and influenced the federal government to restructure its 

Department of National Development.  

By 1964, north Queensland’s local governments had elevated the north to high prominence in 

Australia’s public discourse. Yet, the substance behind the PTNC campaign was not new. 

Historian Russell McGregor described the People the North campaign as “the last gasp of a 

grand demographic aspiration that had prevailed for a hundred years”.4 His argument situates 

People the North at the end of a long held national aspiration to populate Australia’s northern 

lands but does not include analysis of the campaign’s local roots or its key sponsor: the 

NQLGA. While population growth had featured in the discussions that led to the formation of 

the NQLGA, the Association initially focused on practical schemes. Earlier projects, led by 

sub-committees, pursued region-building development opportunities, particularly in relation 

to transport and industrial infrastructure. The Association made decisive contributions to the 

establishment of a cement works in Townsville to assist the construction industry, the 

building of a high-level bridge over the flood-prone Burdekin River and better road and rail 

networks to connect isolated northern communities.5 The NQLGA enriched the north’s 

cultural development by commissioning a youthful Geoffrey Bolton to write the region’s 

history.6 The success of the NQLGA in unifying northern interests and then securing funds 

for regional projects stimulated a growth in confidence and a sense that greater achievements 

 
4 Russell McGregor, "‘People the North’: Nation-building in 1960s Australia," Australian Journal of Politics 
and History (hereafter AJPH) 65, no. 2 (2019): 229. 
5 "Report of Consultative and Advisory Sub-Committee – North Queensland Cement Works, 18 June 1948", 
NQLGA records, JCUSC; "Cement Works for Townsville," Morning Bulletin, 24 April 1951, 1; "Northern 
Delegation to Press for New Bridge across Burdekin," Evening Advocate (hereafter EA), 9 April 1945, 3. 
6 See: Geoffrey Bolton, A Thousand Miles Away: A History of North Queensland to 1920 (Brisbane, 
Queensland: Jacaranda Press in association with Australian National University, 1963). 
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were possible. Optimism culminated in the People the North campaign in the 1960s, which 

tested the limits of political unity in north Queensland and exposed flaws in the nation’s 

discourse on northern development.  

McGregor and Lyndon Megarrity have analysed key political themes of northern 

development. Their work has explored emptiness rhetoric and the influence of national 

security and decentralisation on federal northern development policy.7 In his 2016 book, 

Environment, Race, and Nationhood in Australia: Revisiting the Empty North, McGregor 

mentioned the many voices in debates about the north between federation and the 1970s. 

McGregor explicated how the continental north is often positioned within Australia’s 

developing national identity as an outlying problem in need of remedial action.8 Similarly, 

Megarrity’s Northern Dreams (2018) argued that national policy has tended to overlook the 

local challenges faced by most northern residents in favour of grandiose northern 

development schemes designed to benefit southern audiences.9 Elizabeth Harman and Brian 

Head’s edited collection, Capital and Resources in the North and West of Australia (1982), 

explored the many and varied challenges of developing Australia’s peripheral, yet resource-

rich regions.10 Other historians have also studied the notion of the north at the margins, which 

was the lived experience of many of the subjects that appear throughout this thesis.11 

Historian Alan Powell examined northern isolation in Far Country (1996) and studied the 

ways governments used policy to incorporate the Northern Territory into mainstream 

Australia.12 Collectively, these histories illustrate the ways in which southern-based 

governments have set the discourse and policy agenda for northern development for southern-

based audiences. So far, in the Australian context, northern development has been a story of 

the nation’s struggle to merge a distant frontier into a single Australia.  

 
7 Russell McGregor "A Dog in the Manger: White Australia and Its Vast Empty Spaces," Australian Historical 
Studies 43, no. 2 (2012). 157-173; Lyndon Megarrity, Northern Dreams: The Politics of Northern Development 
in Australia (North Melbourne: Australian Scholarly Publishing, 2018), 136-160. 
8 Russell McGregor, Environment, Race, and Nationhood in Australia: Revisiting the Empty North (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 45-56, 66-71. 
9 Megarrity, Northern Dreams. 
10 Elizabeth J Harman and Brian Head (eds), State, Capital and Resources in the North and West of Australia 
(Nedlands: University of Western Australia Press, 1982). 
11 Regina Ganter, "The View from the North," in Australia's History: Themes & Debates, eds Martyn Lyons and 
Penny Russell (Sydney: University of New South Wales Press Ltd, 2005); Henry Reynolds, North of Capricorn: 
The Untold Story of Australia's North (Crows Nest, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 2003), 145-157; Alan Atkinson, The 
Europeans in Australia: A History, vol. 3 (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2014), 166-198. 
12 Alan Powell, Far Country: A Short History of the Northern Territory, Third ed. (Carlton, Victoria: Melbourne 
University Press, 1996), 122-188. 
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Some of the research to emerge from the Australian National University’s North Australia 

Research Unit in the 1980s and 1990s placed northern development in an international 

context. The Canadian political scientist Peter Jull compared the conceptualisation of 

Australia’s north as an economic resource with Canadian political themes in The Politics of 

Northern Frontiers in Australia, Canada and Other “First World’ Countries (1991).13 Jull 

joined Sally Roberts and edited The Challenges of Northern Regions (1991), which compared 

the role and Indigenous peoples in the development of rural and remote lands in Canada and 

Australia. In some respects, the politics of northern development in Australia partially 

resembles histories from the American frontier west or the north of Canada, Norway, Sweden 

and Finland. Like Australia, some of these countries have grappled with sparsely populated 

northern frontiers occupied by Indigenous peoples for thousands of years before colonisation. 

In many cases, northern frontiers are abundant in natural resources and similar for their 

challenging environments. In each case “the north” exists at the periphery of the mainstream 

settler-nation. The destiny of northern frontiers has often been determined by the evolving 

interest of distant national governments and the predominantly southern-based populations 

who, for the most part, determine the outcome of elections. Nevertheless, despite the north 

being explored in the international context or through the prism of its role at the margins of a 

developing settler-nation, historians have not yet sufficiently explored the story of political 

actors located on Australia’s northern frontier—such as the NQLGA.  

Even histories of local government in Queensland offer no analysis of the NQLGA’s impact 

on northern development. Reflecting upon the era of post-war reconstruction in Local 

Government and Regionalism in Queensland 1859-1977 (1978), economist Charles Percy 

Harris focused on the Commonwealth’s attempts to establish Regional Development 

Committees.14 R.H. Robinson’s historical outline of local government in Queensland For My 

Country (1957) tends to focus on municipalities located around Brisbane.15 Similarly, Frank 

Hornby’s Australian Local Government (2012) overlooked the NQLGA. Hornby assessed the 

achievements of local governments in the various Australian states. In Queensland, he 

focused on the state-wide local government Association and overlooked regional bodies like 

 
13 Peter Jull, The Politics of Northern Frontiers: in Australia, Canada and other “first world” countries; a 
discussion paper (Darwin: North Australia Research Unit, Australian National University, 1991); Peter Jull and 
Sally Roberts, The Challenges of Northern Regions (Darwin: North Australia Research Unit, Australian 
National University, 1991). 
14 C.P. Harris, Local Government and Regionalism in Queensland 1859 to 1977 (Canberra: ANU Press, 1978), 
174-182. 
15 R.H. Robinson, For My Country – A factual and historical outline of local government in Queensland 
(Brisbane: W.R. Smith & Paterson, 1957). 
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the NQLGA.16 While the NQLGA has not featured prominently in Australian historiography, 

it is likely that no similar association of local governments has thus far produced a national 

publicity campaign quite like People the North. The campaign derived much of its rationale 

from the principles, aims and machinery of earlier local government initiatives orchestrated 

by the NQLGA.  

The first four chapters of this thesis trace the evolution of the NQLGA from the 1940s up to 

the 1960s. These chapters build a foundation for understanding the fundamental features 

behind the People the North publicity and lobbying campaign. Chapter 1 analyses the 

historical development of the North Queensland Local Government Association. The chapter 

focuses on the period between 1939 and 1949, a formative period in which local governments 

consolidated the machinery and culture of cooperation on lobbying for northern development. 

Established in 1944, the NQLGA was a relatively conservative organisation focused on 

diplomacy and gradually building upon the success of its post-war northern reconstruction 

agenda. That cautious approach clashed with local desires for a more assertive political 

movement, and Chapter 2 explores the rising influence of the politics of northern neglect, 

which stemmed from a local, regional and sometimes wider belief that state and federal 

governments were neglecting northern concerns. Focusing on the end of the 1940s and the 

beginning of the second prime ministership of Robert Menzies, this chapter introduces some 

of the alternative political voices to the NQLGA. For a brief period, a potential rival to the 

NQLGA gained momentum on the back of strident criticism of state and federal 

governments. Furthermore, this period coincides with rising anti-Labor sentiment in regional 

Queensland and the election of a conservative council in Townsville, which influenced 

regional lobbying for the next two decades. Chapter 3 develops the story of the North 

Queensland Local Government Association by analysing the common and distinct themes of 

regional and national visions of northern development in Australia. Chapter 4 traces the 

culmination of rising anti-Labor sentiment in regional Queensland with the election of the 

first conservative Queensland state government in 25 years. The chapter explores how the 

discovery of minerals and growing tourism stimulate new optimism for development in late 

1950s Queensland.  

 
16 Frank Hornby, Australian Local Government and Community Development - from Colonial Times to the 21st 
Century (North Melbourne: Australian Scholarly Publishing, 2012). 
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By 1960, the political culture of northern development still resembled aspects of colonisation, 

whereby northern lands were the subject of ambitions to explore, claim, settle, and exploit. 

Local governments in north Queensland leveraged some of these themes to attract greater 

investment to their region, but frustrations lingered at the slow pace of development and the 

lack of an explicit national commitment to northern regions. In 1961, several influential 

businessmen attended a conference in Townsville and recommended that local governments 

adopt radical changes to their lobbying for northern development. The result was the 

formation of a new lobbying group funded by local governments and therefore, Chapters 5 

and 6 chart the genesis of the People the North Committee.  

The final three chapters chart the rise and fall of the People the North Committee. Chapter 7 

explores several highpoints of the PTNC lobbying campaign. It demonstrates how north 

Queensland’s local governments influenced changes to state and federal government policy. 

Chapter 8 describes and analyses the PTNC’s experience of federal politics. The final chapter 

begins by tracing the brief revitalisation of the People the North campaign following the 

integration of new supporters and the organisation of major publicity events. Yet, as the 

chapter subsequently shows, the second part of the 1960s was a period of significant societal 

change across the nation, and as these social and cultural changes unfolded, the PTNC 

increasingly appeared out of step with modern Australia. The committee’s arguments for 

northern development did not evolve or keep pace with the changing nature of Australian 

society. Furthermore, the People the North Committee began to lose touch with the shifting 

priorities of local governments and an irreversible decline in the campaign’s influence led to 

its demise in 1969. 

In the course of twenty-five years, the North Queensland Local Government Association 

transformed from a mere amalgam of local authorities at the fringe of Australian politics into 

a sophisticated regional alliance with influence on federal northern development policy. It 

was a remarkable outcome in an era when national political narratives often eclipsed regional 

concerns. North Queensland’s local governments rallied their authority to ensure that national 

post-war reconstruction did not leave the region behind. Strengthened regionalism in north 

Queensland left an indelible mark on Australian political history by fostering the rise of an 

influential polity exclusively located in and representative of residents of the continent’s 

tropics. By initially focusing on issues within north Queensland, the NQLGA generally 

avoided complex national political debates and made practical and enduring contributions to 



Introduction             10 

   

northern development. The potential for bigger achievements at the end of the 1950s 

encouraged what had become a confident organisation to engage directly with federal policy 

debates. In a bid to influence national policy, the Association launched the People the North 

Committee publicity campaign. It embraced modern communication techniques and while the 

campaign was successful in raising the profile of northern interests, it failed to develop fresh 

and compelling principles for northern development. People the North and the NQLGA 

encountered the limits of settler society’s vision of northern Australia—a vision dominated 

by broad economic and security themes, which measured northern development proposals on 

a scale of national benefit. Yet, it is still worth remembering this story because the North 

Queensland Local Government Association helped to develop northern Australia and secure 

new policy commitments. The Association’s slow and steady campaigns of the 1940s and 

1950s, culminating in a modern sales pitch in the early 1960s, are outstanding examples of 

the local and regional dimensions of post-war reconstruction and northern development in 

Australia.
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Chapter One: Wartime Origins—the rise of a unified political voice in 

Queensland’s north, 1939-49 

During the 1940s, the consequences of the Second World War sliced through the Australian 

economy and impacted society and governance. Communities across the nation felt these 

changes, but the experiences of rural and regional populations in the continent’s north 

prompted a new era in the politics of northern development in Australia. The proximity of 

battles fought in the Coral Sea and New Guinea meant that people in north Queensland 

experienced firsthand the mobilisation of allied forces. North Queenslanders feared invasion 

and felt every mile of the distance between them and state and federal governments located in 

southern Australia. Citizens living along the coastal strip between Cairns and Townsville 

were about as far away from their state government in Brisbane as the residents of 

Melbourne. Local councils often stepped in to fill the void vacated by distant and 

preoccupied state and federal governments. Councils began to pool their resources and 

cooperate on regional initiatives. In some cases, these regional responses to the war and its 

consequences acquired their own energies and direction, quite apart from the emergent 

national post-war reconstruction agenda. In 1944, local politicians put aside regional rivalries, 

recognised common regional challenges brought on by the war and its consequences, and 

focused on collective action. They formed the North Queensland Local Government 

Association and the immediate outcome was a locally led post-war reconstruction initiative, 

partially modelled on the national agenda, and designed to transform one of Australia’s 

tropical regions into a prosperous estate of the settler nation.  

While the NQLGA was a collective regional response to international events, local politics 

had a decisive influence on the group’s ideology. Personal rivalries and contests for power 

between political parties and a range of independent actors were common across 1940s north 

Queensland.  In Townsville, these contests and their consequences helped to create ideal 

conditions for the rise of a new and relatively conservative political entity known as the 

Townsville Citizens Association (TCA). The TCA governed the largest urban settlement in 

north Queensland for over 17 years. During that period, TCA members rose to the top of the 

North Queensland Local Government Association and led the People the North publicity 

campaign. Before analysing the region’s collective response to the Second World War and 

the emergence of the NQLGA, this chapter commences by exploring some of Townsville’s 

local political history. In doing so, the chapter illuminates the connection between local, 
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regional, and international events and their combined influence on the emergence and future 

priorities of the NQLGA. 

Factionalism in Townsville politics 

Factional disputes between various local councillors and left-wing political parties shaped 

Townsville’s local political scene during the 1940s. The city’s councils were dominated by 

aldermen from warring Labor party factions and the Communist Party. A few (generally 

conservative) independents often made up the numbers on council. These forces had tussled 

over authority to govern Townsville since the 1939 municipal election result had divided the 

council into two groups; one calling themselves the “Ratepayers” and the other comprising a 

group of Australian Labor Party (ALP) aldermen from Townsville’s Hermit Park branch. In 

this era, there were ten elected aldermen and an elected mayor on the Townsville City 

Council (TCC). Each alderman represented a ward of the city and could vote on council 

matters. While the mayor did not represent a specific ward, he or she could cast a vote. In 

1939, the ALP won five of the ten seats whereas the Ratepayers’ faction won four. The final 

seat fell to the Communist Party’s Fred Paterson who became the first of three communists to 

serve on Townsville’s council in the 1940s. During his first term, Paterson was in a position 

of considerable power—he could either side with the ALP to form a majority bloc of six 

votes (out of 11); or he could vote with the Ratepayers to deadlock council at five votes all. 

In the latter scenario, the decisive vote would fall to the mayor, John Gill, who generally 

supported the Ratepayer faction.1  

These circumstances persisted for one year longer than the normal three-year municipal term; 

the Queensland government had responded to escalating hostilities in the south Pacific by 

suspending local elections across the state until April 1943.2 The four-year term and 

dynamics of the council stimulated cooperation on policy and tactics between Paterson and 

the ALP.3 Whether Paterson pushed the local ALP further left is unclear, but the activities of 

Townsville’s Labor aldermen became the subject of significant controversy. 

 
1 The ALP held five seats (Aikens, Hamilton, Corcoran, Illich, Kogler) and the Ratepayers held four (Heatley, 
Mindham, Parry, McKimmin): “Townsville Council – Communist Elected – Paterson Holds Balance of Power,” 
Daily Mercury (hereafter DM), 3 April 1939, 8; “First Communist Alderman,” Workers’ Weekly, 4 April 1939, 
1. 
2 “Local Authority Elections Postponed,” Proserpine Guardian, 10 January 1942, 2. 
3 “Communist-Labor Unity Succeeds,” Tribune, 1 February 1946, 8; Diane Menghetti, The Red North: The 
Popular Front in North Queensland (Studies in North Queensland History, Townsville, no.3: JCU History 
Department, 1981). 163-164. 
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Later in 1942, the ALP’s Queensland Central Executive expelled the entire Hermit Park 

branch from the party.4 Over the following six months, the Queensland Central Executive and 

the Hermit Park ALP branch were unable to resolve their differences. The consequences of 

the feud spilled over onto Townsville municipal elections in 1943 and set firm foundations 

for political factionalism that would endure for the remainder of the decade. Just prior to the 

1943 poll, retiring councillors from the exiled Hermit Park branch competed for council seats 

against officially endorsed ALP candidates.  

Both the contest and the result entrenched local factionalism and established a council 

dominated by the left. The exiled branch won seven of ten aldermanic seats in 1943, while 

official ALP candidates failed to win any. The Communist Party’s Fred Paterson and two 

“Ratepayers”, Charles Mindham and John Parry won the three remaining seats.5 When 

Mindham died suddenly in 1944, the seat’s runner-up, the Communist Party’s Roland Hills, 

replaced him on council.6 A third Communist Party member, Fred Matzkows, joined the 

council in 1944. He replaced Fred Paterson who had turned his attention to state politics after 

winning the seat of Bowen in the Queensland parliament.7 All of these events meant that 

Townsville was run by two Communists and seven aldermen with loyalty to an exiled branch 

of the Labor Party. The last remaining “Ratepayer”, Parry, and the mayor, John Gill, made up 

the numbers.  

The feud between the Hermit Park branch and official Labor continued, but the tide began to 

turn against the local exiles. The 1946 election signalled the beginning of a sharp decline in 

the exiled Hermit Park branch’s political influence. Conventional ALP candidates won two 

seats from Hermit Park Labor.8 In 1947, the exiled branch suffered a further blow, when three 

sitting aldermen defected to official Labor.9 The once unshakeable unity of the Hermit Park 

branch had been shattered due to a dispute over plans for Townsville’s future water supply—

one side supporting a large new dam on Keelbottom Creek and the other supporting the 

 
4 “Expelled! – Hermit Park ALP,” DM, 23 September 1942, 2. 
5 “QCE Routed in Townsville Vote,” Telegraph (Brisbane), 3 May 1943, 4.  
6 “Death of Alderman C.J. Mindham,” TDB, 10 May 1944, 2; “General News,” TDB, 19 May 1944, 2; “Second 
Communist on Townsville Council,” Tribune, 15 June 1944. 
7 “Council Change at Townsville,” Courier-Mail (hereafter CM), 30 June 1944, 3. 
8 The Communist Party’s role on council also ended when both Matzcows and Hills were defeated in 1946. 
9 Including the Deputy Mayor, Vic Hamilton. 
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construction of about 70 kilometres of waterpipe between Townsville and Crystal Creek, near 

Paluma.10  

The clash over Townsville’s water infrastructure ended the factional disputes and added 

another chapter to the complicated pursuit of water security in Townsville. The city had 

struggled with water supply issues since colonial settlement in the 1860s and tensions over 

proposed dam sites intensified when resources were under pressure during the Second World 

War.11 In 1944, three of the party’s aldermen—Hamilton, Jim Corcoran and Andy Illich—

found themselves at odds with fellow branch members and Townsville aldermen Arthur 

Murgatroyd, Ernest O’Brien, Jack Abercrombie and Tom Aikens, and the Communist Party 

aldermen and Hermit Park allies Fred Matzkows and Roly Hills.12 In opposition to their 

colleagues (but in common with the independent alderman James Parry and the Mayor, John 

Gill), Illich, Corcoran and Hamilton favoured the Keelbottom Dam scheme. Fellow branch 

members accused the “Keelbottomites” of abandoning the working class in favour of big 

business, who were seen to be the primary beneficiaries of dam construction.13  

The water supply dispute demonstrated the heightened local interest in northern 

infrastructure—an interest that was to be reflected by the NQLGA. Infrastructure would 

become a major theme of contention and political intrigue for the North Queensland Local 

Government Association. Indeed, building better public infrastructure and improving social 

conditions were major local political concerns during the Second World War. The war’s 

consequences had stimulated greater awareness of common regional issues, and participation 

by local authorities in affairs normally governed by state and federal governments increased.  

Local government co-operation in the north before the NQLGA 

While the events of the Second World War increased the desire for cooperation, north 

Queensland’s local governments had intermittently recognised their common challenges 

since the late nineteenth century. Local councils held at least nine regional conferences across 

 
10 “Split in Hermit Park A.L.P. Over Water Plan,” CM, 24 February 1947, 3. 
11 Rohan Lloyd, Patrick White, and Claire Brennan, "Escaping Water: Living against Floods in Townsville, 
North Queensland, from Settlement to 2019," in Margaret Cook & Scott McKinnon eds. Disasters in Australia 
and New Zealand: Historical Approaches to Understanding Catastrophe (Singapore: Springer Singapore, 
2020), 99-118. 
12 “Mt. Spec Scheme Turned Down by Council,” TDB, 27 June 1944, 2; “Council Adopts Mt. Spec Water 
Scheme,” TDB, 21 July 1944, 2.  
13 Ian Moles, A Majority of One: Tom Aikens and Independent Politics in Townsville (St. Lucia, Queensland: 
University of Queensland Press, 1979), 142-149. 
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north Queensland as early as the 1890s. During that era, the annual “Northern Local 

Authorities Conference” had been “instituted in order to secure active and united action on 

the part of Northern divisional boards and municipalities towards securing measures for their 

joint benefit”.14 Herberton hosted the first conference in May 1891. Other northern 

settlements such as Townsville, Mackay, and Cairns, hosted later conferences. Participation 

and attendance at the conferences was remarkably high considering the distances and limited 

transport infrastructure. In an area exceeding half a million square kilometres, representatives 

travelled to attend the conferences from as far north as the Torres Strait, westwards to 

Hughenden and south to Mackay. The reasons for the demise of the Northern Local 

Authorities Conferences are difficult to determine, but the last meeting occurred at 

Hughenden in 1899. It is likely that the growing influence of the Local Authorities 

Association of Queensland in Brisbane (1896) and the onset of national federation in 1901 

disrupted northern cooperation.15  

After Federation in 1901, smaller councils across Queensland’s remote north led the push to 

revive regional cooperation. Eacham Shire, a small municipality located on the tablelands 

south-west of Cairns, proposed the formation of a northern amalgam of local authorities in 

1912. Other councils revisited the concept in the 1930s and early 1940s, but larger cities like 

Townsville and Cairns were not interested. 16 A few years later, the Second World War had 

made an extraordinary impact on north Queensland and municipal authorities from across the 

region realised their common challenges. 

Between 1940 and 1943, the strategic importance of northern Australia to national concerns 

became clearer to federal governments and people living in the tropics.17 The impact of the 

war on society and the economy was felt across Queensland’s north and local governments, 

including those representing Cairns and Townsville, saw the advantages of formal 

cooperation. Queensland Premier Frank Cooper wrote in 1943 that “North Australia has 

assumed tremendous importance since December 1941 … before the war this area of 

 
14 MWS, “Northern Local Authorities – the fifth annual conference”, Queenslander, 28 September 1895, 601. 
15 “Local Authorities Association,” Brisbane Courier, 22 October 1896, 3.  
16 “Telegrams. A Growing Movement,” Cairns Post (hereafter CP), 15 January 1913, 4; “City Council,” 
Northern Miner (hereafter NM), 10 June 1938, 3; "Cairns City Council," CP, 20 November 1940, 4; "City 
Council," TDB, 22 November 1940, 10. 
17 Albert Palazzo, "Projecting Power: The Development of Queensland as a Base for War," Journal of the Royal 
Historical Society of Queensland 19, no. 6 (2006): 878-891. 
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Australia was terra incognita to the majority of Australians. The war has changed all that”.18 

The bombing of Darwin, Broome and other tropical locations had fixed the north in the 

nation’s gaze. Tens of thousands of allied defence force personnel were stationed and trained 

in locations such as the Atherton Tablelands and Townsville, straining local infrastructure 

and increasing competition for resources.19 These conditions disrupted civilian life, 

encouraging cooperation between local authorities. At times, local politicians felt abandoned 

by the rest of the nation—as voiced by Townsville Mayor, John Stewart Gill when he 

reflected on the war in 1947: “During the war north Queensland people were hampered and 

suffered considerably while those in the South hardly knew there was a war on”.20 Gill’s 

exaggeration reflected the strong sense of isolation felt in northern Australia during the 

1940s. The rapid militarisation of north Queensland during the Second World War 

exacerbated a sense of disconnection from regions further south. 

In Townsville, the arrival of thousands of troops put pressure on resources and the local 

council politicised the friction between civilian interests and military action.21 Food and 

housing shortages were common and clashes between civilians and military personnel 

occurred. As a consequence, forceful local politicians who offered solutions to the war’s 

restrictions received popular support even if they had fraught political backgrounds. 

Townsville city councillor, Tom Aikens, for example, criticised distant governments for 

abandoning civilians in northern Australia. Despite expulsion from the Australian Labor 

Party’s Hermit Park branch in Townsville 1940, Aikens successfully politicised northern 

discontent and won a seat in state parliament in 1943.22 Along with other local aldermen like 

the Communist Party’s Fred Paterson, Aikens argued that north Queenslanders had to bear an 

unfair burden during the war because of the high number of military personnel based in 

 
18 "Decentralisation - Development of the North - State Premier's Comments," Warwick Daily News, 20 
September 1943, 4; "'We Must Develop the North' - Perils in Just Drifting Along - Aggressive Policy Is 
Needed," DM, 15 September 1943, 5. 
19 Darryl McIntyre, Townsville at War, 1942: Life in a Garrison City (Townsville: Townsville City Council, 
1992), 80; Ross Fitzgerald, Lyndon Megarrity, and David Symons, Made in Queensland: A New History (St 
Lucia, Qld: University of Queensland Press, 2009), 110-118. 
20 "Back Bid For Deal to North," CM, 23 August 1947, 3. 
21 Ian Moles, "‘The Fiery Cross Will Go Forth’: Working-Class Radicalism and Municipal Socialism in 
Townsville During the 1930s and 1940s," in Lectures on North Queensland History (Townsville: James Cook 
University History Department, 1979). 101-130. 
22 Aikens was expelled because his brand of socialism was opposed by the Queensland party’s dominant 
Australian Workers’ Union faction: D. W. Hunt, 'Aikens, Thomas (Tom) (1900–1985)', Australian Dictionary 
of Biography (hereafter ADB), National Centre of Biography (hereafter NCB), Australian National University 
(hereafter ANU), published first in hardcopy 2007, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/aikens-thomas-tom-
12124/text21719 [accessed online 8 May 2018]. 
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Townsville and its hinterland.23 As a response to war-time constraints, the TCC began to take 

responsibility for the operation and delivery of some critical services such as child care and 

the sale of groceries, ice, and appliances.24 In this sense, the TCC found purpose by filling a 

void vacated by distant state and federal governments. Regardless of the ideologies behind 

the policies, the assertive local action in Townsville exemplified what might be achieved on a 

larger scale across the region. 

Hinchinbrook Shire Chairman James Kelly led the way in preparing for the war’s end at a 

local level.25 Kelly believed local governments across the region should mobilise to 

consolidate the war’s positive effects such as improved infrastructure, and tackle negative 

effects such as civil and economic disruption. Militarisation had led to the construction of 

some new roads and airports, but the war had exacerbated housing shortages, disrupted 

markets for northern produce and delayed civilian development initiatives.26 Kelly advocated 

a bigger role for local government and promoted a new regional alliance to address common 

challenges.27 Regional alliances, such as the Western Queensland Local Authorities 

Association formed at Longreach in 1935, had been active in other Queensland regions.28 

Those initiatives may have helped to convince Kelly that Queensland’s north could benefit 

from greater cooperation and in February 1943, he told five of the region’s local governments 

at a conference in Ingham that: 

Councils need to be given a greater share in the responsibility of good government of the 

people in their areas. The tendency [in Australia] is to govern from capital cities, and no 

matter how sympathetic the Governments may be it often results in control by persons not 

fully acquainted with local conditions and needs.29  

Kelly, who went on to become president of the NQLGA in 1948, pointed out elements of 

infrastructure where the north was ill-served by southern management. He proposed regional 

 
23 Moles, A Majority of One. 65-71. 
24 "Municipal Fruit Shops in North," CM, 3 February 1944, 3; "North to Receive More Food," CM, 23 
December 1943, 4. 
25 "Post-War Planning - Innisfail Activity," CP, 21 April 1943, 4. 
26 Fitzgerald, Megarrity and Symons, Made in Queensland, 111-118; "Northern Local Authorities and Post-War 
Problems," EA, 26 June 1944, 4. 
27 In 1943 Hinchinbrook Shire requested that other councils support a northern local authorities association to 
facilitate post-war planning: "Local Authorities - Northern Association," CP, 26 April 1943, 1. 
28 "Western Queensland Local Authorities Association," Western Champion, 2 November 1935, 4; "Western 
Shires – Association Formed," Central Queensland Herald, 7 November 1935, 12; "Eighth Annual Conference 
Western Shires," Longreach Leader, 11 December 1943, 16. 
29 "Northern Local Authorities Confer at Ingham," EA, 18 February 1943, 3. 
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cooperation on big developments such as roads and bridges better suited to north 

Queensland’s tropical wet season. Often cut off for months during the wet season, the 

region’s antiquated infrastructure disadvantaged widely dispersed populations.30 In the 1940s, 

most of north Queensland’s roads were dirt tracks prone to severe damage from general 

traffic and complete destruction from flooding.31 Kelly was not alone in his views. In 1944, 

Frank Vicary of Croydon Shire similarly pronounced, “we are in the backblocks and still in 

the packhorse days”.32 Vicary’s frustration at his region’s slow departure from the colonial 

era foreshadowed the NQLGA-led northern development campaigns to come. A desire 

among local politicians to emulate national post-war reconstruction initiatives stimulated 

these campaigns.33 

The establishment of the NQGLA and post-war reconstruction 

Planning for the war’s end was a significant national political initiative, which, among other 

things, inspired local governments in north Queensland and elsewhere to rethink their 

purposes and aims. In 1943, the Curtin Labor Government formed the Department of Post-

War Reconstruction.34 The government established the department to facilitate cooperation 

between state and federal governments and formulate policy recommendations.35 At the time 

of its formation, the Department’s Director General, HC Coombs, considered that the war had 

provided the nation with an “opportunity to move consciously and intelligently towards a 

new economic and social system”.36 Coombs later described the ministry’s key concerns as 

being “the reestablishment in civil life of those who had been involved in the war” and “the 

improvement of the physical and social environment”.37 Hopes of a brighter future beyond 

the war were common and Coombs’ interpretation captured the sentiments of senior 

government figures at the time: in a speech broadcast in 1942, the federal Attorney General 

 
30 "Flood Waters - Extensive Railway Damage," NM, 10 April 1940, 3; "Heavy Rain in North - Flooding at 
Innisfail - Ingham Dislocation," CM, 26 March 1940, 3. 
31 Early NQLGA meeting agendas often focused on infrastructure: “NQLGA meeting 3 December 1948: 
Agenda,” NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
32 "Shire Owes Govt. Nothing, but left in Packhorse Era," Telegraph, 25 September 1944, 6. 
33 "Post-War Planning - Innisfail Activity," CP, 21 April 1943, 4; "Development of Far North," CP, 06 October 
1944, 4. 
34 "Post-War Planning," TDB, 05 August 1942, 2; "Post-War Planning," CP, 5 August 1942, 4; "Post-War 
Planning," TDB, 9 October 1942, 2; "Post-War Planning: Dr. Evatt's Urge," TDB, 16 November 1942, 1. 
35 Paul Hasluck, The Government and the People 1939-1941 (Australian War Memorial, 1952), 267-89; Stuart 
Macintyre, Australia's Boldest Experiment: War and Reconstruction in the 1940s (Sydney: NewSouth 
Publishing, 2015), 43-44, 65-121, 142; "Gazettal of New Post-War Planning Dept," Northern Star, 25 
December 1942, 1. 
36 H.C. Coombs, ‘The Economic Aftermath of the War’, in DAS Campbell (ed.), Post-war Reconstruction in 
Australia (Sydney: Australasia Publishing Company, 1944), 98. 
37 H. C. Coombs, Trial Balance (South Melbourne: Macmillan, 1981), 27. 
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Herbert Vere Evatt said “we must plan now to prevent economic chaos and anarchy after the 

war”.38  

North Queensland local governments embraced post-war reconstruction because of its 

potential to bring about much needed social and economic change. A sense of the pioneering 

spirit of the region’s colonial ancestors seemed to inspire local politicians to lead northern 

reconstruction in the 1940s. Settler society had developed rapidly in north Queensland 

between the 1860s and 1920s due to local initiative and the capital of investors located as far 

away as Melbourne, Sydney, and Great Britain. However, like many other places, the region 

suffered during the Great Depression of the 1930s.39 While the Depression in Queensland 

was “less severe” than elsewhere, the economy suffered, and industrial disputes were 

common.40 

The region required a plan for a brighter future beyond the Second World War and the 

Atherton Shire, located on the tablelands to the west of Cairns, seized the initiative. In late 

1943, the Atherton Shire Council sent a letter to around fifteen neighbouring local 

governments. That letter called on all councils “north of and including Townsville, to further 

the interests of all northern areas” by immediately forming a northern local authorities 

association.41 Not all recipients of council’s invitation responded favourably. The Dalrymple 

Shire—a large shire located west of Townsville and Mackay—rejected the idea of a northern 

alliance without clear explanation, whereas other authorities like the Charters Towers Shire 

(surrounded by Dalrymple), chose not to commit themselves immediately.42 Such cautious 

responses were the exception: ten local councils met in Innisfail on 8 April 1944 and formed 

the North Queensland Local Government Association NQLGA, beginning a new era in the 

political history of northern Australia.43  

 
38 "Post-War Planning - Will Prevent Chaos - Suggestions Welcome," CP, 21 October 1942, 5. 
39 Bolton, A Thousand Miles Away. 
40 Ross Fitzgerald. A History of Queensland: From 1915 to the 1980s (St. Lucia: University of Queensland 
Press, 1984), 87, 166-168. 
41 "Northern Councils," CP, 25 January 1944, 2; "Dalrymple Shire Council," NM, 10 February 1944, 2. 
42 "N.Q. Authorities," CP, 10 April 1944, 4. Thuringowa Shire Council ‘decided it was not an opportune time to 
form another association’ and rejected the proposal: "New Association Will Play Prominent Part in North's 
Problems," EA, 11 April 1944, 1. Charters Towers City Council ‘decided not to entertain the idea’: "Northern 
Councils," CP, 25 January 1944, 2. 
43 Representatives from Cairns, Townsville, Atherton, Cardwell, Douglas, Eacham, Herberton, Hinchinbrook, 
Johnstone, Mulgrave and Malanda attended the meeting in Innisfail on 8 April 1944: "Local Authorities Form 
Northern Body," TDB, 12 April 1944, 2. 
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Atherton Shire’s William Whiting, the inaugural vice president of the NQLGA, was aware of 

the federal Labor government attempts to convert opportunities for industrialisation and 

economic growth during the Second World War. In 1944, Whiting appealed to fellow 

NQLGA delegates to do something similar at a regional level:  

we must make preparations [for the end of the war, because] … there is the 

housing problem, and a market for the crops we grow… [and] embark upon 

[developing] secondary industries [and] the only way to do that is to get more 

population here… I think the idea of founding the Northern Local Authorities 

Association was to get on with the question of how we are going to populate the 

North.44The NQLGA’s definition of “the north” matched the ambitions of its 

members. Defined as “commencing on the coast at the Southern Boundary of the 

City of Mackay thence due West to the Western boundary of the State of 

Queensland”, the NQLGA’s “north” was an early indication that it would soon 

promote development and population growth in areas far beyond the jurisdiction 

of its members.45 Regional development schemes dominated the early agenda. 

These included the promotion of infrastructure projects such as hydro-electric 

power generation and modern road and railway networks, as well as 

administrative elements that would promote the inclusion of northern towns on 

flight paths, public service decentralisation to northern areas, and the opening of 

new lands for settlement to accommodate population growth.46  

Broadening regional vision 

During its early years, the NQLGA also discussed the way tourism development aligned with 

their promotion of the north’s natural resources. They considered the example set by Mackay 

district local authorities, which began promoting the Whitsunday region to southern 

audiences in the 1930s.47 A commitment to promote the Great Barrier Reef and other natural 

features to the “people of the south” aligned with the NQLGA’s positioning of their region as 

a place worthy of national and even international attention.48 One Sydney Morning Herald 

 
44 "Northern Local Authorities and Post-War Problems," EA, 26 June 1944, 4.  
45 “NQLGA Constitution - 1946”, NQLGA Records, JCUSC. 
46 For example: “NQLGA meeting 20 December 1946: Minutes” Ibid; "Conference Desires Electrical 
Expansion," EA, 26 September 1944, 3; "Northern Delegation to Press for New Bridge across Burdekin," EA, 9 
April 1945, 3; "Hydro Scheme for N.Q," TDB, 15 December 1944, 3. 
47 Todd Barr, No Swank Here? The Development of the Whitsundays as a Tourist Destination to the early 1970s 
(Townsville: James Cook University Department and History and Politics in conjunction with Department of 
Tourism, 1990). 
48 "N.Q. Councils Keen on Tourists," EA, 24 June 1946, 3; "Attract Tourists," CP, 27 June 1946, 7. 
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article claimed that north Queensland could become the “playground of the Pacific” for 

thousands of tourists from Victoria and New South Wales, although it cautioned that “north 

of Rockhampton the roads are so bad” that many people had to park their caravans and 

vehicles and sail up the coast to access the north.49 The state government established a rail 

link between Brisbane and Cairns in 1924, but road development had been slow.50 Poorly 

maintained roads were passable, but only with a significant degree of patience and 

mechanical effort. These obstacles galvanised the NQLGA’s commitment to northern 

infrastructure.  

The NQLGA developed a public relations strategy to foster relations with state and federal 

governments and the media. The Cairns Alderman Richard McManus proclaimed that ‘the 

purpose of this Association [is] a good deal higher than parochialism… [and] the one potent 

and strong desire is to improve in every possible way the general outlook for North 

Queensland’.51 Association members discouraged outward signs of parochialism and 

advanced a coherent vision of northern development. The NQLGA deliberately cast aside 

notions of intercity rivalry and “parochial” promotion of one area at the expense of another. 

Councillors proclaimed the new regionalism by passing a motion at the first NQLGA 

conference, which asserted a collective development strategy.52  

The NQLGA’s commitment to regionalism expanded beyond its own membership too, with 

one early initiative helping the Croydon Shire lobby the Queensland government for better 

transport infrastructure.53 Croydon was about 400 kilometres south-west of Cairns and was 

not a member of the NQLGA, but its problems with isolation and poor infrastructure were 

familiar to Association councils. The shared experiences of living in a remote region helped 

to strengthen the movement and attract new members.  

The NQLGA quickly expanded its membership base after the Second World War. Initially 

dominated by local governments from the greater Cairns area, the inclusion of Wangaratta 

Shire in 1945 pushed the NQLGA’s southern catchment closer to Mackay. The addition of 

Ayr, Thuringowa, and Charters Towers a short time later increased the number of authorities 

 
49 "Tourists Packing Inadequete Tropical Resorts," Sydney Morning Herald (herafter SMH), 6 August 1947, 2. 
50 John Kerr, Triumph of Narrow Gauge: A History of Queensland Railways (Brisbane: Boolarong, 1990), 123-
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51 "Northern Local Authorities and Post-War Problems," EA, 26 June 1944, 4. 
52 "New Association Will Play Prominent Part in North's Problems," EA, 26 June 1944, 1. 
53 "Local Authorities Meeting Again," EA, 16 November 1944, 3. 
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from around the city of Townsville (an original member).54 Expanded membership stimulated 

changes to local council conferences. Originally, the NQLGA held all regional conferences in 

Innisfail, a sugar town located about 100kms south of Cairns. Innisfail served as a central 

gathering point in 1944 but with membership growing south of Townsville, new members 

successfully lobbied to rotate quarterly conferences (later changed to tri-annual conferences) 

elsewhere in the region. The practice of meeting at locations across north Queensland 

resembled the Northern Local Authorities conferences in the 1890s when members travelled 

great distances to coordinate the region’s development. In June 1947, Bowen hosted the first 

NQLGA conference held outside of Innisfail and from then on, the Association rotated its 

conferences around the region.55 The rotation added substance to the growing sense of 

regionalism in north Queensland after the Second World War by enabling delegates to see 

beyond their own municipality to understand the landscapes and challenges of the entire 

region. 

Growth in membership made it difficult for the NQLGA to address all issues of interest. The 

NQLGA implemented sub-committees to manage the growing list of agenda items and 

development concepts. These sub-committees examined specific development proposals, 

canvassed opinions, and recommend priorities. The People the North Committee emerged 

from this structure in the 1960s. The earlier committees were usually composed of between 

four and eight local government representatives. They met on the sidelines of NQLGA 

meetings and corresponded with regional bodies such as chambers of commerce and harbour 

boards. These engagements strengthened the connections between local government and 

industry and helped the influence and legitimacy of the NQLGA to grow. Sub-committees 

also lobbied state (and later federal) government departments and private industry. 

Investigations led by sub-committees provided facts and clear purpose to substantiate 

lobbying campaigns.56 

In 1946, the NQLGA established one of its most influential sub-committees in the era of 

post-war reconstruction, namely the Consultative and Advisory Committee. The committee 

emerged following trenchant local criticism of the state government’s failure to establish a 

sugar refinery in north Queensland in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War. 

 
54 "New Faces at N.Q. Local Authorities Meeting," TDB, 22 June 1946, 2; “NQLGA meeting 20 December 
1946: Minutes,” NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
55 "Correspondence," TDB, 06 September 1947, 5. 
56 For example, see: “Minutes of the initial meeting for the Establishment of Secondary Industries in North 
Queensland,” 1 June 1951, NQLGA Records, JCUSC. 
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Some of the criticism came from Townsville alderman, Ernest Patrick O’Brien, who told the 

NQLGA in 1946 that “year after year we see not only our sugar but all our other raw products 

drawn to southern markets and sent back in the form of the polished article”.57 O’Brien had 

been a member of the disqualified Hermit Park ALP branch (disqualified from the Labor 

Party by the ALP’s Queensland Central Executive in 1942) and therefore possessed political 

motive for an attack on the Queensland Labor government. Yet O’Brien wanted more 

industries in the north and argued that the NQLGA should set up 

a consultative and advisory committee for the purpose of banding together in one coordinated 

body all organisations and individuals, irrespective of politics or profession, who are 

sincerely desirous of ensuring that North Queensland’s primary and secondary industrial 

possibilities shall be fully developed.58 

O’Brien’s idea drew support from other NQLGA delegates. In December 1946, the NQLGA 

formed the Consultative and Advisory Committee to investigate the case for a north 

Queensland sugar refinery.59 The idea of refining sugar locally was popular but in March 

1947, the sub-committee reported ‘that to agitate further for a Refinery in the North would be 

fruitless’. The committee structure had proven useful and it was repurposed to examine the 

potential of ‘more practicable industries as a means of developing’ the north.60  

The Consultative and Advisory Committee went on to explore the region’s shortage of key 

industrial materials such as cement and steel.61 Both were essential materials for modern 

construction—severe shortages of cement during and after the Second World War had 

impeded north Queensland’s development.62 Queensland’s only cement works was located in 

Brisbane, which disadvantaged north Queensland, not least because of its inadequate roads. 

Between 1947 and 1949, the Consultative and Advisory Committee contacted government 

authorities and private industry exploring the potential for projects such as a new steel works. 

The committee was led by the mayor of Bowen Shire, Dr Peter Delamothe, who worked 

 
57 “Sugar Refinery Demanded for Nth. Queensland,” DM, 30 September 1946, 4. 
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60 Ibid. 
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closely with the Cairns alderman, Thomas Crowley (president of the NQLGA between 1946 

and 1948). 

The cooperation between Delamothe and Crowley exemplified the newfound regional unity 

in north Queensland. The men represented communities located 500kms apart and they were 

on opposite sides of the political spectrum: Delamothe went on to serve as Liberal minister in 

successive Queensland state governments led by Frank Nicklin and Joh Bjelke-Petersen; 

whereas Crowley was the Australian Labor Party member for the Queensland legislative 

assembly seat of Cairns between 1947 and 1956.63 Despite the potential for partisan friction 

and inter-city rivalry, the two men and their colleagues produced detailed analysis for the 

benefit of the whole region. Under Delamothe and Crowley, the committee concluded that a 

‘lack of sufficient coal production in north Queensland’ and logistical obstacles pertaining to 

the region’s poor transport infrastructure rendered proposals for a new steel works 

unachievable.64 It was a disappointing outcome but the analysis had improved knowledge of 

the region’s physical limitations and opened new opportunities.   

The sub-committee endorsed an NQLGA proposal to lobby private industry for the 

construction of a cement works. Subsequent lobbying by the NQLGA encouraged the 

Queensland Cement & Lime Company to establish a subsidiary plant in north Queensland.65 

It took until the early 1950s to become operational, but the cement works was one of the 

NQLGA’s most important contributions to industrial development in the north.66 Cement was 

and is a critical component of modern construction and huge quantities were required to 

supply the rapid post-war urbanisation of north Queensland. Townsville emerged as the 

preferred site for the new cement works because of local demand and the city’s central 

proximity to major regional projects, such as the Tully River Falls hydro-electricity project 

and the Burdekin River high-level bridge.67  
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Bridging the Burdekin River 

The Burdekin River high-level bridge project was another major milestone of northern 

reconstruction. The Burdekin is the second largest river catchment in Queensland. Its 

headwaters are located near the Valley of Lagoons about 120 kilometres west-south-west of 

Ingham.68 Heavy rains during the north’s tropical wet season often caused the river to flood, 

which affected parts of the catchment and cut off most of the populous portions of northern 

Australia from the south. While the river provided an essential natural resource, it also 

hindered the early development of the region and frustrated local administrators.  

During the rapid occupation of the Burdekin district by Europeans from the 1860s, settlers 

used various crossing points along the river.69 Many were unreliable and subject to flood. The 

increased popularity of motorcars in the 1920s and 1930s inspired new bridges and crossing 

locations, but none of them escaped the torrent of floodwater and damage and delays from 

flooding continued.70 The geography of the river meant flooding would cut road and rail links 

between the coastal districts of central and northern Queensland. For many months during the 

annual wet season, the flooded Burdekin would cut off the most populated districts in 

northern Australia from the rest of the nation to the south.71 The predicament had disrupted 

north Queensland’s economy and restricted development for decades and various local 

progress associations and chambers of commerce had independently lobbied the Queensland 

Government for a better bridge.72 By the 1940s, the prospect of a flood-proof bridge over the 

Burdekin had acquired significant appeal. 

Lobbying from the North Queensland Local Government Association from 1945 helped to 

secure critical state government funding for the bridge project. After investigating the issue, 

the NQLGA had determined that a modern high-level bridge for road and rail was an urgent 

regional priority.73 The Association called on the Queensland government to build one near 
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the mouth of the Burdekin on the coastal highway between the towns of Ayr and Home Hill. 

Lobbying by the NQLGA had helped to secure state government support for an 1103-metre-

long steel bridge and construction began in 1947.74 When completed, the Burdekin Bridge 

was to be just 46 metres shorter than the Sydney Harbour Bridge and was a major milestone 

for northern development. Yet construction delays took some shine off the victory and tested 

the patience of northern civic leaders.  

The river’s deep sandy bed frequently caused long construction delays in the 1950s and 

NQLGA members often called on the state government to find solutions.75 The state 

government opened the bridge in June 1957—ten years after construction had begun. Despite 

the frustrating delays, the bridge’s completion received a hearty welcome in the north. 

Referring to the Burdekin River’s ability to sever transport and communication links between 

north Queensland and the rest of the nation, the North Queensland Register declared an end 

to the “annual disease” known locally as “Burdekinitis”. The newspaper claimed that the new 

bridge would finally deliver the “geographical emancipation” of north Queensland.76 The 

NQLGA’s leadership had predicted in the 1940s that the bridge would have such an impact. 

When he was president of the NQLGA in 1948, Crowley forecast the long-term regional 

benefits of the dual-purpose (road and rail) bridge, saying that it would “serve for all time the 

needs of the far-flung North”.77 Crowley indicated that the Association had “contributed in a 

large degree towards bringing [decisive] pressure on the [state] Government” to build the 

Burdekin Bridge.78 It is likely that the state government was looking for infrastructure 

projects to stimulate Queensland’s post-war reconstruction and lobbying by the NQLGA 

reminded them of the importance of the bridge, which became one the most enduring 

elements of northern reconstruction. After completion, the bridge quickly became an essential 

transport link for the growth of large cities like Cairns and Townsville. The alternative in-

land route from the southern side of the river to Townsville through Mount Coolon, 

Belyando, and Charters Towers was 355kms longer than the coastal highway, which crossed 
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the bridge. According to the Queensland Government in 2019, over 10,000 motor vehicles 

cross the Burdekin Bridge each day.79 

Harnessing northern rivers 

Local politicians not only saw the region’s water as an obstacle, but as an opportunity for 

further development. Nineteenth century European explorers identified the Burdekin’s 

potential to assist settler society’s struggle to develop the north. The Queensland colony 

proclaimed Ayr Shire (later Burdekin Shire) in 1888 after colonial settlement within the 

Burdekin catchment.80 Ayr Shire became a critical local voice in lobbying regional, state, and 

national authorities for developments along the river.81 During the 1940s, the Ayr Shire 

Council argued that the river had yet to fulfil its development potential. While Ayr initially 

refused to join the NQLGA (citing legal concerns regarding the use of ratepayer’s money to 

fund membership costs), Ayr enthusiastically participated in NQLGA meetings from 1947 

and even hosted a regional local government conference in 1948.82 Ayr’s participation 

increased the NQLGA’s interest in developing the lower Burdekin’s potential to support 

northern reconstruction. Similarly, in 1947, members of the Chifley Government’s North 

Australia Development Committee (NADC) recognised the potential of the river to support 

northern development. Indeed, the NADC briefly considered funding the High-Level Bridge 

and a major dam on the lower Burdekin.83  

Dams and irrigation schemes were objects of significant political interest in Australia during 

the 1940s. Both the Queensland and federal Labor governments recognised the “national 

value” of the Burdekin’s vast water resources. In 1948, the Queensland Premier, Ned Hanlon, 

described proposals to dam the Burdekin as an urgent priority because of its capacity to 
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strengthen Australia’s defences.84 Hanlon sought Commonwealth finance for the high-level 

bridge and damming and irrigation schemes, but after consideration by the NADC, the 

Commonwealth did not deliver. 

By the late 1940s, Prime Minister Ben Chifley had lost interest in northern development. The 

Chifley Labor government did not commit formal support to Burdekin River development 

proposals, which caused disagreements between the Queensland and Commonwealth 

Governments in the late 1940s.85 Following its election in 1949, the Commonwealth 

Government led by Robert Menzies similarly displayed a reluctance to fund damming and 

irrigation on the Burdekin.86 With disagreements over responsibility and funding between the 

state and federal governments, the NQLGA made the region’s case for Burdekin River 

development. 

The NQLGA lobbied state and federal governments for damming, irrigation, and other 

schemes on the Burdekin.87 Like many others in the north during the 1940s and 1950s, the 

Association believed that storing some of the heavy rains, which surged throughout the 

Burdekin catchment during the wet season, could alleviate the effects of drought and 

stimulate agricultural development. Other northern bodies such as the Ayr Agricultural, 

Pastoral, and Secondary Industries Development Association (formed in 1944) amplified 

these calls.88 A strong northern lobby was not enough to shift the Commonwealth in the 

1950s. Decades of scientific and feasibility studies, and political quarrels delayed major 

development on the Burdekin until local lobbyists and governments revived the scheme in the 

1970s.89  

While modern construction finally bridged the river in 1957, it took until 1988 for 

governments to complete the Burdekin Falls Dam and adjacent water storage (Lake 

Dalrymple). The opening of the dam in 1988 followed a revival of the project in the 1970s 

and financial contributions from the federal government.90 The opening was a symbolic (and 
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temporary) closure to the wrangling between state and federal governments over the 

Burdekin’s water resources, which emerged again in the twenty-first century. Back in the 

1940s, mixed messages from state and federal authorities—both levels of government 

deferred responsibility for Burdekin development to the other—frustrated the local 

authorities.91 Persistent debates about the Australian continent’s natural history and likely 

future complicated the NQLGA’s response. 

NQLGA debates demonstrate that local politicians were aware of the general aridity of the 

continent and the concept of the “dead heart”. The discovery of animal fossils in central 

Australia contributed to an emerging idea in Australia that the vast continental inland, now 

“dead”, had once been a wet environment. North Queensland authorities were concerned the 

dead heart was expanding and councillors debated whether northern rivers could defend the 

fertile north-east against encroaching deserts. Douglas Shire’s James Reynolds claimed “the 

dust bowl is growing every year and threatens our good coastal lands”.92 Reynolds and others 

argued that diverting “surplus waters” from the Daintree, Mossman, Baron, Johnstone, Tully, 

and Herbert rivers to inland Australia could defend against widespread drought.93 The idea of 

diverting water over or through the Great Dividing Range and into western Queensland had 

been around since at least 1887, when the geographer, EA Leonard, recommended the 

scheme to irrigate Australia’s “dead heart”.94 The civil engineer, John Bradfield, took water 

dreaming even further in the late 1930s by proposing that a series of interconnected 

infrastructure could swamp the inland with water from rivers in Queensland’s northeast and 

help change the climate.95 These themes were infused in the spirited debates by the NQLGA, 

but some delegates cautioned that diversion could deprive north Queensland of a precious 

resource and obstruct efforts to develop hydro-electric power.  

The counter-view, that governments should not divert northern rivers inland, was driven by a 

desire to preserve water for the expansion of agriculture and industrial development in 

 
91 On the one hand, the state government had told the NQLGA that it lacked critical funding and the federal 
government needed to support the projects. On the other, the Commonwealth told the NQLGA that sufficient 
money was allocated to Queensland and the state government should resolve issues concerning Burdekin River 
development: “NQLGA meeting 4 February 1955: Minutes”, NQLGA Records, JCUSC. 
92 "‘Dead Heart’ of Australia Encroaches on Fertile Land," EA, 02 July 1945, 4. 
93 "North's Surplus Water," CP, 07 July 1945, 7. 
94 Geographical Society of Australasia. Queensland Branch, Proceedings and Transactions. Queensland Branch, 
Geographical Society of Australasia, Brisbane, 1887. 
95 Patrick White, Russell McGregor, and Janine Gertz, “‘New Bradfield’: rerouting rivers to recapture a 
pioneering spirit”, Conversation, 27 November 2019: https://theconversation.com/new-bradfield-rerouting-
rivers-to-recapture-a-pioneering-spirit-127010 [accessed 2 January 2020]. 
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Queensland’s northeast. While there were notable critics of the proposed effects of the 

Bradfield Scheme (such as Queensland government engineer William Nimmo), there was no 

evidence local governments refuted Bradfield’s claims. Moreover, the NQLGA did not raise 

concerns about environmental destruction. Yet local leaders were anxious about the prospect 

of national governments requisitioning north Queensland’s rivers to address central and 

southern Australian aridity. The NQLGA wrote to the federal government and suggested that 

authorities consider diverting other rivers, such as those emptying into the Gulf of 

Carpentaria, for national benefit. We “respectfully submit that as this question is of such great 

national importance” wrote the NQLGA to Prime Minister Frank Forde in 1945, “that your 

Government should immediately and conclusively determine the practicality of the schemes 

or otherwise”.96 Fearing the loss of northern water resources and the effect this may have on 

future agricultural development; local leaders sought reassurances from the prime minister 

that the fecundity of north-eastern lands would not be diminished. None of the NQLGA 

delegates recognised that the biggest threat to good agricultural lands along Queensland’s 

north-eastern coastal strip would eventually come from urbanisation, which occurred as the 

region’s major settlements, especially Cairns, expanded into a mass of sprawling suburbs. In 

seeking reassurance and certainty from the Commonwealth, the NQLGA were to be 

disappointed. The prime minister’s department “regretted” that it was “impossible to 

undertake the wide investigation which would be necessary” and deflected future NQLGA 

enquiries on water development to the Queensland state government.97 While local 

government is a state government responsibility within the Australian federal system, the 

Commonwealth’s negligible engagement with local authorities in north Queensland in the 

1940s weakened the impact of national post-war reconstruction in northern Australia.  

The NQLGA had limited engagement with the federal government’s North Australia 

Development Committee (NADC). The Chifley Labor government created NADC as part of 

its post-war reconstruction agenda. The NADC did not seek links with northern political 

organisations, which could have provided much needed pragmatic direction to national 

planning. It was defunct by 1949 and unlike the NQLGA, the NADC made few tangible 

impacts on northern development beyond increasing official knowledge of the north through 

maps, reconnaissance, and reports. The NADC nonetheless left an imprint upon national 

visions of northern Australia and its legacy informed memory of northern development well 

 
96 NQLGA to Frank Forde, 6 July 1945, A9816, 1943/664 Part 1, NAA. 
97 Prime Minister’s Department to NQLGA, undated, A9816, 1943/664 Part 1, NAA. 
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into the 1960s.98 The NADC’s perceived lack of success, for example, stayed in the memory 

of the Queensland Premier Frank Nicklin, who in 1961 when addressing the concept of 

creating a federal authority to develop the north, wrote: 

The formation of an Authority, called by whatever name, would not be sufficient to 

secure the necessary funds and consequentially it would be restricted to furnishing 

reports, giving opinions etc… Indeed this is what happened under the old North Australia 

Development Committee. That Committee did a lot of hard work and made a sound 

report and recommendations but got precisely nowhere.99 

“Getting nowhere” was a partial consequence of the federal government’s inability to 

determine the rationale behind northern development. As Coombs wrote to Chifley in 1947: 

“we would request direction on whether the development of the north should still be regarded 

as an object of policy on defence and international relations, or whether it should be 

approached purely from an economic point of view”.100  

The NQLGA did not suffer a similar lack of focus. Its priorities for development were 

generally pragmatic responses to the realities of life in north Queensland. Whether it was 

infrastructure or building supplies, material for local libraries or the management of rivers, 

the NQLGA pursued practical developments aimed at improving the quality of life in the 

north. In contrast, the NADC failed to find a consensus on why the nation should even 

develop the north and contests over conceptions of national security between the defence and 

external affairs departments contributed to a lack of clear policy.101 The extent to which north 

Queensland needed government assistance was also debated: Chifley himself led a push to 

cut north-east Queensland from the NADC’s area of concern, which caused arguments 

between the prime minister and the Queensland premier Ned Hanlon.102 As the federal 

government debated the boundaries, needs, and relevance of northern Australia, the NQLGA 

pushed ahead with northern development and managing its own political challenges.103 

 
98 Lyndon Megarrity, "'Necessary and Urgent'?: The Politics of Northern Australia 1945-75," Journal of the 
Royal Australian Historical Society 97, no. 2 (2011): 137-147. 
99 Frank Nicklin to C. Rains, Secretary, FCCNQ, 10 September 1962, QSA, Item ID540578. 
100 HC Coombs to Ben Chifley, 7 November 1947, A663 O66/1/709 Part 1, NAA. 
101 McGregor, "Developing the North, Defending the Nation?": 39, 44, 46; Coombs, Trial Balance, 70-72. 
102 Extract from the transcript of the August 1947 Premier’s Conference, A9816 1946/302 Part 3, NAA. 
103 Proposals for the Separation of north Queensland from Queensland were frequent in the mid-late 1940s. The 
NQLGA mostly avoided the divisive issue because it threatened its emergence as a stable, unified, and 
influential northern political voice. Moreover, the NQLGA were quick to realise Separation was a dead-end. 
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One of the biggest challenges to the rise of a unified political voice in north Queensland was 

the vexed issue of separation. The Second World War had breathed new life into feelings of 

isolation and the “neglected north” theory stimulated frequent proposals for the separation of 

northern areas from Queensland.104 Notions of northern neglect influenced north Queensland 

politics from the 1860s—when the first white settlers had engaged in frustrating campaigns to 

secure funds for infrastructure from the Brisbane-based colonial government.105 In some 

respects, sentiments of northern neglect drove separation proposals in the colonial period. By 

the 1940s, separation politics were a radical expression of the strengthened regionalism, 

which had emerged during the Second World War.106 Separation politics contrasted with the 

generally more conservative polity and cautious culture prevailing within the North 

Queensland Local Government Association. In May 1945, comments by Stanley Page, the 

Johnstone Shire Chairman (and president of the NQLGA between 1944 and 1946), 

demonstrated the continuing impact of northern neglect on Separation politics: 

Let our thoughts go back particularly in the past five years, and consider the treatment which 

has been meted out to the north as against the south. There have been restrictions and 

shortages in goods and transport, also in man-power. Yes I know there is a war on, but it is 

pity some of the armchair critics [of the Separation movement] did not have to go through 

what some of our northern people, particularly those on the land, have had to endure … how 

many in Canberra, Melbourne, Sydney or Brisbane know North Queensland? It is time we 

called a tune for them to dance to. What is wanted in the North is at least a 100 per cent, 

better treatment from the Federal and State Governments. We should not be content with 

what they dole out in parcels to keep us quiet.107  

Separation tested the unity of the region’s local governments. Smaller councils like Johnstone 

tended to support Separation whereas larger ones such as Townsville opposed it. To avoid a 

major division among the membership, the NQLGA often deferred motions to endorse 

 
104 "North Wants to Be New State," Sunday Mail, 27 May 1945, 6; “Separation for North,” TDB, 26 June 1945, 
4. 
105 For example, see: Lyall Ford and Queensland Department of Main Roads, Roads in the Wilderness: 
Development of the Main Road Network in Far North Queensland: The First 100 Years (Brisbane: Queensland 
Department of Main Roads, 2009), 3-13. 
106 For an example of Separation politics in north Queensland during the colonial era, see: Christine Doran, 
Separatism in Townsville, 1884-1894: We Should Govern Ourselves (Townsville: JCU, History Department, 
1981). 
107 "For New State - Innisfail Movement - Justice for North," CP, 30 May 1945, 5. 
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Separation.108 North Queensland had a history of failed Separation movements and other 

development-themed initiatives and many had fallen victim to inter-city rivalry or to the 

broader machinations of Queensland state politics.109 Movements such as Separation, which 

promoted parochialism and partisan politics, threatened the NQLGA’s emergence as a 

prominent and long-term northern political voice and as such, the organisation resisted taking 

a leadership role on the matter. Ernest Pawsey from Atherton said in 1944 that if local 

governments “were going to get anything done for North Queensland they must speak with 

one voice” and cast divisive issues such as Separation aside.110 Regional solidarity was vital 

as the Second World War slipped further into the past. 

A post-war force for diplomacy during a difficult time for the north 

During the 1940s, the NQLGA had used diplomacy to advance the case for a bigger 

commitment to northern development from state and federal governments, but internally 

some stridency was present. Caution and a relatively benign approach to criticism of state and 

federal authorities helped the NQLGA to sustain a perception of neutrality on partisan 

politics. With neutrality, the Association could maintain a semblance of political legitimacy 

and represent a variety of interests across a large geographic region. Furthermore, the 

NQLGA’s broad diplomacy sustained access to the Queensland government, which 

occasionally sent ministers to NQLGA conferences. By 1949, however, the NQLGA’s 

approach had failed to secure a major commitment to northern development from either the 

state or federal government. The lack of prioritisation of northern projects fed feelings of 

frustration and neglect among parts of the region’s society, including local councils.

 
108 "Wangaratta Shire Council," BI, 25 May 1945, 1; "Northern Local Authorities Conference Cautious in New 
State Move," EA, 1 October 1945, 3; "Divergent Views on New State at Local Authorities Conference," EA, 2 
July 1945, 3; "N.Q. Local Authorities Defer New State Decision," TDB, 29 September 1945, 2. 
109 For example, the historian Geoffrey Bolton demonstrated that the isolation of north Queensland from the 
southern capital promoted local patriotism and radical politics including separatist ambitions. See: Bolton, A 
Thousand Miles Away, 163, 320, 326; Doran, Separatism in Townsville. 
110 "Northern Local Authorities and Post-War Problems," EA, 26 June 1944, 4. 
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Chapter Two: “A mounting tide of seething discontent”—the emergence of a new 

generation of local leaders in Townsville 

In 1949, one of north Queensland’s commerce federations organised a meeting in Townsville 

to protest against the northern neglect displayed by state and federal governments. The 

meeting reflected widely held opinions that northern development deserved greater attention 

in Queensland, and across the nation. The protest generated significant publicity and support 

and led to the creation of a potential rival to the NQLGA. The politics of northern neglect 

aided the establishment of a North Queensland Development League and for a brief period, 

the league challenged the NQLGA’s growing authority in regional affairs by promising an 

assertive campaign targeted the supposed contempt of southern Australia for northern 

concerns. 

Despite the challenge, the NQLGA remained a largely conservative political force and 

focused on building upon the success of its post-war northern reconstruction agenda. In doing 

so, the Association established stronger ties between local authorities across north 

Queensland, and state and federal governments and private industry. These feats required 

diplomacy rather than verbal bashing of southern governments. Yet the approach was not 

entirely calculated—the general conservatism owed much to the character and background of 

dominant NQLGA leaders. Some of those leaders joined the regional fray after municipal 

elections in 1949 delivered several changes to councils across the region. A few of the results 

contained a degree of anti-Labor sentiment—some voters and sections of the media had 

implicated Labor in northern neglect. At the turn of the 1950s, conservative political voices 

began to strengthen their electoral influence in regional Queensland.  

This chapter introduces some of the alternative political voices to emerge in north 

Queensland during the late 1940s and early 1950s. The NQLGA was not the only outlet for 

political lobbying and community expressions concerning development. The analysis 

demonstrates some of the ways alternative voices contributed to the politics of northern 

development and influenced the NQLGA.  The chapter begins by exploring the results of two 

crucial elections in 1949 and charting the emergence of the Townsville Citizens Association, 

a well-organised group of anti-Labor “independents”. Townsville’s new team of anti-Labor 

independent councillors included men such as Angus Smith and Harry Hopkins, who became 

leaders within the NQLGA and later inspired a new wave of political lobbying for northern 
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development through the People the North campaign. A short biographical section illustrates 

the personal backgrounds of these men and signposts some of the intellectual origins of the 

People the North movement. 

Influential elections  

Changes of government in 1949 defined the political landscape of the 1950s. At the local 

level, new members flooded into the NQLGA following municipal elections in Queensland. 

Elections for local councils occurred across the state on 28 May 1949. In Townsville, a 

record 51 candidates nominated for council seats. The nominations included several 

independents, eight Communists, and ten contestants each from the official ALP and the 

exiled Hermit Park branch.1 Yet a new player on Townsville’s political scene dominated the 

result; the TCA defeated all nine Labor aligned politicians from city council.2 The result cut 

across established local political trends in Townsville by removing Labor aligned politicians 

from council for the first time in twenty years. The result in Townsville was a forerunner to 

the 1949 federal election, where Labor lost to a conservative coalition and remained out of 

national office for 23 years.  

The Australian federal election occurred just over six months after the Queensland municipal 

elections, which transformed Townsville. Held on 10 December 1949, the national election 

led to the defeat of the Chifley Labor government. The victorious Liberal-Country Party 

coalition led by Robert Menzies generally took an economically cautious approach to 

northern development, especially during the 1950s.3 The federal government’s hesitancy to 

commit large sums of money to ambitious northern development projects would eventually 

become a source of frustration for local leaders in north Queensland. Yet the coalition 

government was popular among Australian voters, winning eight federal elections in a row.  

Labor failed to regain office for a similarly long period in Townsville. Some of the victorious 

TCA councillors from 1949 would remain in local government for nearly two decades. The 

TCA won six municipal elections before 1967 and the long reign enabled its members to 

 
1 “Record Council Nominations – 51 Contestants in Townsville,” NM, 28 April 1949, 2; “Heavy Townsville 
Labour Defeat,” Morning Bulletin, 30 May 1949, 1. 
2 As well being a member of Townsville’s local council until 1949, Aikens held a Townsville based seat in the 
Queensland state legislature between 1944 and 1977: "Heavy Townsville Labour Defeat," Morning Bulletin, 30 
May 1949, 1; "Labor Losses over Council Elections - Townsville and Rockhampton Show Surprises," DM, 30 
May 1949, 1. 
3 Megarrity, "'Necessary and Urgent'?”: 142-145. 
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exert considerable influence over regional development priorities. During the TCA era, 

Townsville’s population surged amid major developments and broader national trends in 

urbanisation.4 The origins of the TCA and its public appeal offer clues to the later emergence 

and priorities of the People the North Committee lobbying group. 

Local businessmen, lawyers, and medical professionals formed the TCA in November 1948. 

The initiative typified the rise of a new political acumen in north Queensland. While the TCA 

did not officially align with any political party, factional disputes dominating Townsville city 

councils during the 1940s heavily influenced its emergence. In order to cut through these 

disputes and attract the attention of local electors, the TCA utilised modern communication 

and marketing techniques. TCA campaign messages in local newspapers urged voters to 

reject partisan division and argued that Townsville could achieve “progress without 

politics”.5 Instead of focusing on political ideology or linking to state and federal political 

parties, TCA campaign tactics elevated the credentials of its high-profile members to advance 

the case for a non-partisan local council. 

The TCA’s “above politics” angle was not unprecedented. Indeed, the TCA were possibly 

influenced by the “Serviceable Six”, an organised group that contested elections for 

Townsville’s council in 1930. Former Australian prime minister and Country Party leader, 

Arthur Fadden, led the Serviceable Six. Fadden had founded an accountancy firm in 

Townsville in 1918 and steadily developed a reputation as a “fixer”, having found a loophole 

in tax laws, which helped to attract clients to his business.6 Fadden was also deeply worried 

about socialism and developed strong anti-Labor political persuasions.7 Led by Fadden, the 

Serviceable Six contested council seats against official Labor party candidates and another 

group called the “Progressives”. Fadden’s group promoted better use of public funds, focused 

on infrastructure concerns, and eventually won four aldermanic seats.8 These issues, 

including opposition to socialism, were equally important to the TCA, who formed with the 

explicit aim of getting members elected to the Townsville City Council and Harbour Board.9  

 
4 "Much Work Ahead for New Council," TDB, 30 May 1949, 2. 
5 Advertisement, “Townsville Citizens Association – A Proved Non-political Body,” TDB, 24 May 1952, 5. 
6 Tracey Arklay, Arthur Fadden – a political silhouette (Australian Scholarly Publishing, North Melbourne: 
2014), 6-8, 10-17. 
7 Fadden won the Queensland state seat of Kennedy for the Country and Progressives National Party in 1932. 
He served in Queensland parliament for one term, losing Kennedy to Labor in 1935.   
8 “Municipal Elections – The Serviceable Six,” TDB, 24 March 1930, 4; “Municipal Election – An Altered 
Council – Six Aldermen Retain Their Seats,” TDB, 14 April 1930, 6. 
9 “Citizens’ Assn. For Civic Poll,” TDB, 9 November 1948, 2. 
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Dr John Breinl convened the TCA’s first public meeting in November 1948 and declared to 

the audience that the group would “eliminate the bias and intrigue that follows party politics 

… to make Townsville a better place to live”.10 With municipal elections scheduled for May 

1949, the TCA had six months to recruit members and financial donors.11 The movement 

began by appointing Frank North as inaugural president. North was a solicitor and former 

soldier with strong links to north Queensland’s Anglican diocese and Townsville’s returned 

soldiers and sports communities.12 His background as a local alderman, army officer, and 

lawyer helped to establish a reputation for leadership.13 Despite the claims of non-

partisanship, North and the TCA were intent upon breaking with the Labor-dominated past 

and leveraging professional experience and prior civic participation to advance local 

administration.14 Many of the TCA’s inaugural members had served in the Australian armed 

forces during the Second World War. They shared social and professional connections in 

Townsville’s religious, medical, sports, and legal communities. Men such as Charlie Ede, 

Alan Sherriff, Angus Smith, Cec Strube, and George Roberts joined the TCA because of their 

shared dismay at the state of Townsville.15 These men publicly expressed concerns that 

Townsville was in a “crisis”, and declared that post-war “lethargy” under Labor-aligned 

councils had stifled development.16 Roberts went as far as describing the Labor-aligned 

council as a “divided, squabbling rabble”, but the most scathing assessment came from 

Breinl, who claimed that a “mounting tide of seething discontent had brought the Townsville 

Citizens Association into being”.17  

There was some evidence to support the TCA’s claims of council division. The Hermit Park 

Labor bloc had itself splintered in 1947, leading to protracted and personal disputes between 

rival council members once unified in their struggle against conservative forces and the 

 
10 “Townsville-Born is City’s Deputy Mayor,” TDB, 11 June 1952, 1; “Citizens’ Assn. For Civic Poll,” TDB, 9 
November 1948, 2. 
11 On 3 December it was reported locally that the TCA had already received a “large number of applications for 
membership”: “Public Notices,” TDB, 3 December 1948, 2. 
12 “Citizens’ Assn. For Civic Poll,” TDB, 9 November 1948, 2. 
13 Marianne Eastgate, “North, Francis Roger (1894–1978)”, ADB, NCB, ANU, published first in hardcopy 2005, 
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/north-francis-roger-13133/text23767 accessed online 3 April 2020; Marianne 
Eastgate, "Brigadier North and the Defence of North Queensland," Journal of the Royal Historical Society of 
Queensland 15, no. 2 (1993): 85-88. 
14 John Brienl went on to become deputy mayor of Townsville from 1952. He was the son of Dr Anton Breinl, 
who was appointed as the first director of the Australian Institute of Tropical Medicine in Townsville in 1909: 
R. A. Douglas, “Breinl, Anton (1880–1944)”, ADB, NCB, ANU, published first in hardcopy 1979, 
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/breinl-anton-5342/text9031[accessed online 9 April 2020]. 
15 “Angus Smith Chosen to be Deputy-Mayor,” TDB, 9 June 1949, 2. 
16 Judy Newman. George Roberts CBE: A Life in Townsville (Townsville, Queensland: Judy Newman, 2014), 
63-66. 
17 “T.C.A. Team Attracts Interested Audience,” TDB, 18 May 1949, 2. 
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official ALP.18 By then, the loose alliance with the Communist Party had evaporated.19 The 

1946 municipal election had delivered seven seats to the exiled Hermit Park bloc (occupied 

by Aikens, Hamilton, Corcoran, Abercrombie, Illich, Murgatroyd, and O’Brien), one seat to 

independent, James Parry, and two seats to official ALP candidates (CMJ Butcher and WM 

Breen).20 While official Labor had clawed back two seats, the Hermit Park bloc had a clear 

majority and could have asserted its own agenda, but heated exchanges over Townsville’s 

future water supply infrastructure destroyed the unity of the exiled branch. After one tense 

exchange over council and state government reports concerning the city’s future 

infrastructure priorities, Hamilton, Corcoran, and Illich left the Hermit Park branch and re-

joined official Labor.21 The balance of power on the ten-man, one mayor council suddenly 

shifted away from Hermit Park Labor for the first time since 1939. Yet the Hermit Park bloc, 

now down to four councillors, did not give up power easily—the battle for primacy in 

Townsville politics soon became a regional concern.  

The factionalism and disputes over development priorities in Townsville leaked into meetings 

of the North Queensland Local Government Association. The executive branch of the 

NQLGA intervened to determine who had the right to represent Townsville on the regional 

stage.22 The NQLGA ruling followed local council proceedings in Townsville where one 

“heated debate, in which venom, acerbity, acrimony and vitriol were mingled freely” focused 

on who had the legitimate authority to represent the city on regional matters.23 The NQLGA 

President and Hinchinbrook Shire delegate, James Kelly, determined that Hermit Park ALP 

alderman, Jack Abercrombie (though not in attendance), was entitled to remain on the 

regional Executive and Consultative (sub) Committee “unless the Association decided to 

remove him”.24 As acting chairman of the NQLGA meeting in September 1947, Kelly also 

ruled that Vic Hamilton and Jim Corcoran (who had now defected back to the ALP) were 

Townsville’s official delegates to the NQLGA.25 Abercrombie continued his work on the 

NQLGA sub-committee throughout most of 1948, while Hamilton and Corcoran continued to 

 
18 “Aldermen Clash Over Report on Mt Spec,” TDB, 17 January 1947, 2. 
19 Communist Party councillors Hills and Matzkows lost their seats at the 1946 election. 
20 See: “G.J. Duffin Will Head Council With Labor in the Majority,” EA, 8 April 1946, 3. 
21 “City Council Under New Management,” TDB, 23 July 1947, 2. 
22 "NQLGA meeting, 26 September 1947: Minutes" NQLGA records, JCUSC; "NQLGA meeting, 3 December 
1948: Minutes" Ibid. 
23 “City Solicitor to Clarify—Who Are Delegates to Conference of NQLAA,” TDB, 20 September 1947, 3. 
24 Kelly acted on behalf of NQLGA President and Cairns alderman Thomas Crowley, who was “away in 
Brisbane on urgent business”: "NQLGA meeting, 26 September 1947: Minutes", NQLGA records, JCUSC; 
"NQLGA meeting, 3 December 1948: Minutes", Ibid. 
25 "NQLGA meeting, 26 September 1947: Minutes", NQLGA Records, JCUSC. 
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represent Townsville in normal Association business. Whatever the men said to their regional 

colleagues about one another or the events back in Townsville cannot be known, but it seems 

likely that some reputations—not least those of the Hermit Park branch—were sullied by the 

division and its consequences. The general conflict between left-wing political factions in 

Townsville tainted the remainder of the council’s term there. The fallout almost certainly 

influenced the public mood and at the next local election in Townsville in May 1949, the 

TCA swept aside all nine Labor-aligned politicians. 

The TCA had capitalised on a mood for change amid anti-Labor sentiment. Despite claims of 

non-partisanship, the TCA responded to the left-wing factionalism in Townsville politics by 

becoming a de facto anti-Labor force. The new group built upon common disillusionment 

with the policies of Hermit Park Labor, its Communist allies, and the conventional ALP. The 

TCA chose a non-partisan strategy to help distinguish it from the feuds of its competitors. 

The non-partisan approach had advantages: Townsville had frequently supported Labor-

aligned politicians at all levels of government since the 1920s. Instead of taking on the risk of 

being openly anti-Labor, the TCA claimed that local government should be free from the 

shackles of party politics. Further, conservative political parties in Queensland—such as the 

short-lived Country and Progressive National Party (1925-1936)—had experienced limited 

success in unifying anti-Labor sentiment.26 A strategy of non-partisanship dealt with two 

issues—limiting potential disapproval from moderate Labor sympathisers, while avoiding the 

challenges of unifying relatively new conservative political parties.27 Instead, the TCA 

promoted pragmatic local policies and steady fiscal governance, and the movement gained 

significant support.  

Within one month of calling for nominees for council and harbour board elections, the TCA 

announced a list of candidates including Breinl, Roberts, Smith, and Hopkins.28 The TCA 

team launched policies focused on the city’s economic, social and cultural development, 

which attracted some support from local media.29 On the eve of the May election, the 

Townsville Daily Bulletin offered tacit and cautious endorsement of change. The newspaper 

 
26 David Moore, “The Rise and Fall of the Country and Progressive National Party, 1925-36,” Queensland 
Historical Journal 23, no. 9 (May 2018): 623-638. 
27 At this stage, the Liberal Party of Australia was relatively young, having formed in 1944, and had not yet won 
a federal election. The Country Party in Queensland, which replaced the Country and Progressive National Party 
in the 1930s, had yet to win a Queensland state election. 
28 “Townsville Citizens Association – 1949 City Council and Harbour Board Elections,” TDB, 23 February 
1949, 5; “C.M.O. Team for Municipal Elections,” TDB, 16 March 1949, 1. 
29 “T.C.A. Team Attracts Interested Audience,” TDB, 18 May 1949, 2. 
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argued “there is so much in the Townsville area that cries out for attention that voters should 

make the present elections the ushering in of a new civic era”.30 Local electors obliged and 

sent nine TCA members to council alongside John Parry, an independent alderman first 

elected in 1936.31 Another significant tactic from the TCA was its decision not to contest the 

mayorship against the incumbent John Gill.  

Gill had been Townsville’s mayor since 1933 and had generally stood above or apart from 

the left-wing factionalism of the 1940s. The TCA probably sensed they could gain the 

mayorship from the 83-year-old Gill without electoral contest. If that was the strategy then it 

worked; when Gill retired ahead of the 1952 election aged 85, the TCA alderman Angus 

Smith succeeded the veteran after serving as his deputy from 1949. Smith easily won re-

election in 1952 and became a popular mayor, holding the position for 15 years before 

retiring at the 1967 local election. His leadership and endorsements in 1961 helped to 

establish the momentum behind the People the North Committee campaign.  

Smith’s background helped him establish a high public profile in Townsville and north 

Queensland. He had first arrived in the city in 1931 to manage the sports section of 

Holliman’s department store.32 When Smith took on the mayorship at age 41, he had already 

put down business, family, and social roots in Townsville. His leadership credentials were 

enhanced by achieving the rank of Squadron Leader—a senior officer in the Royal Australian 

Air Force—during the Second World War. Smith saw action as a pilot in the skies above 

Italy, Egypt, and other parts of the Mediterranean before demobilisation in 1946.33 He was 

also a talented sportsman—a champion north Queensland tennis player and cricketer—and 

invested in a news agency and sports depot after the war.34 From the early 1950s, TCA 

members such as Smith made an impact on the North Queensland Local Government 

Association. Smith served on the NQLGA’s executive committee for five years during the 

1950s and developed a significant public profile. Together with other TCA councillors like 

George Roberts— who would later become foundational figure in the history of James Cook 

University—Smith helped make it possible for local leaders to drive a national political 

campaign. Under Smith’s leadership in 1961, the Townsville City Council provided decisive 

momentum for the establishment of the People the North Committee lobbying group. As 

 
30 Editorial, "Civic Elections Provide Best Example of Democracy," TDB, 27 May 1949, 2. 
31 “T.C.A. Chief Gratified with Results,” TDB, 1 June 1949, 2. 
32 “Under a Leafy Acalypha Tree, the Mayoral Smithy Stands,” TDB, 2 June 1952, 1. 
33 Angus James Smith, Service Record Number 426698, A9300, 5259496, NAA. 
34 "Tennis - Smith Again Townsville Singles Champion," TDB, 4 September 1950, 2. 
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Smith cultivated regional respect in the 1950s, another TCA figure, Harry Hopkins, 

developed his own profile. 

Harry Hopkins is an important figure in the history of the NQLGA because he led the People 

the North Committee from 1962 until 1967. In those five years, Hopkins met with with 

premiers and prime ministers and helped the NQLGA to influence national development 

policy. Before directing the PTNC campaign, Hopkins developed a reputation for leadership 

while serving on the TCC from 1949 and presiding over the NQLGA from 1957. Hopkins 

was a central figure in north Queensland politics. He was the son of early colonial settlers 

who developed business interests in Townsville—and this partly explained his sense of 

regionalism and receptiveness to broadly conservative political narratives.  

The Hopkins family 

Born Henry Hollis Hopkins in Townsville in 1909, the TCA-aligned alderman came from one 

of Townsville’s pioneering families. His grandparents, Annie and Thomas Hollis Hopkins, 

founded Hollis Hopkins and Co in Townsville in 1881, a business, which lasted 90 years. 

Harry was the eldest son of Spenser MacTaggart Hopkins, who inherited the family’s 

successful company in the early twentieth century.35 Harry spent time travelling, working, 

and studying in Brisbane, Adelaide, and Melbourne in the 1920s and 1930s and gained a joint 

Bachelor of Arts-Commerce degree from the University of Queensland.36 He worked with 

former prime minister and Country Party leader, Arthur Fadden, for ten months during the 

1920s at Fadden, Sutton, & Co—a successful chartered accountancy firm based in 

Townsville.37 Harry Hopkins’ qualifications and experience in finance later helped him to 

become a respected chairman of the TCC’s Finance Committee from 1949.38 Hopkins also 

served during the Second World War, joining the RAAF in September 1942. He was 

 
35 Ian Frazer, “Family Cut from the Same Cloth,” Townsville Bulletin, 25 February 2015, 
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36 Hopkins’ university qualifications listed under “Henry Hollis Hopkins”: James Cook University of North 
Queensland, The University College of Townsville – Year of 1966 (Townsville: James Cook University of North 
Queensland, 1987), 15. 
37 Arklay, Arthur Fadden, 6. 
38 For example, see TDB editorial praising Hopkins’ financial management: Editorial, “That Council Kept 
Within its Budget is Balm to Ratepayers,” TDB, 11 July 1952, 2. 
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demobilised in early 1946 before returning to Townsville and becoming a director of Hollis 

Hopkins and Company.39 He married in 1937 and was father to three daughters.40  

Harry Hopkins’ parents and grandfather influenced the younger man’s politics and perception 

of community. The elder members of the Hopkins family had taken an active role in civic life 

in north Queensland. While women did not frequently become involved in the region’s local 

governments until the 1960s, they were prominent leaders of social and community 

initiatives.41 Harry’s mother, Rosa Mary Haig Hopkins (nee Sykes), devoted her time to 

women’s health and social advancement in regional and rural Queensland.42 After her sudden 

death in 1940, the Townsville Daily Bulletin wrote “Townsville people can truthfully say that 

the city has lost one of its greatest-hearted and finest public women”.43 She died while 

visiting Rockhampton for a meeting of the Queensland Country Women’s Association 

(QCWA). The crowd at the memorial service in Townsville reflected her civic contribution: 

Rosa Hopkins had been a QCWA council member for 12 years and vice president of its 

northern division. She was also president of the Young Women’s Christian Association and 

the Red Cross Society in Townsville.44 While Harry’s mother set a strong example of 

energetic social participation, the views of his father and grandfather became increasingly 

evident in the younger man’s politics in the 1950s and 1960s.  

Both Harry’s father and grandfather participated in public debates about the defence and 

development of north Queensland. During the colonial era, Thomas Hollis Hopkins supported 

separation—the creation of a new colony in Queensland’s north—to stimulate northern 

development.45 His son, Spenser, unsuccessfully contested seats on the Townsville City 

Council as part of Arthur’s Fadden “Serviceable Six” team in 1930.46 Despite that setback, he 

 
39 Henry Hollis Hopkins, Service Record Number 78266, A9300, 5246910, NAA. 
40 “Hopkins-Cue,” TDB, 20 January 1937, 8. 
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45 “Separation Meeting at Townsville,” Brisbane Courier, 21 June 1888, 5; “The Separation Question – the 
Deputation to Lord Knutsford,” NM, 4 February 1891, 4. 
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became a key figure in the revival of the Queensland Country Party (QCP) in the state’s north 

during the 1930s and 1940s. The QCP had re-emerged after the demise of the Country and 

Progressive National Party in 1936 and he was president of the northern branch for periods in 

the 1930s and 1940s.  

Spenser Hopkins often spoke about federal politics at QCP conferences in north Queensland. 

In 1940, he suggested that political parties should put aside their differences and agree to 

suspend electoral contests in federal seats so that all existing members—regardless of party—

could form a “National Government”. Spenser argued that the measure would unify the 

country in a time of war and help to manage the national response to the global emergency.47 

The idea partially resembled the sentiments, which carried the TCA platform in 1949. 

Nonetheless, there was no doubting Spenser Hopkins ideological preferences—after the war, 

he spoke of the need “to combat the present day menace of Socialism”.48 

In 1938, Spenser ran unsuccessfully as the QCP candidate for the seat of Townsville in the 

Queensland state election.49 When the winner of the election—Labor’s Maurice Hynes—

suddenly died in 1939, Spenser Hopkins did not win QCP nomination for the by-election and 

the seat was retained for Labor by George Keyatta.50 Despite his unsuccessful runs at elected 

office, the contributions of Spenser Hopkins to the Queensland Country Party led to the rare 

award of life membership at the annual conference in 1950 (only two others had received the 

title in 1950).51 While Harry Hopkins did not run as an official conservative party candidate 

in Townsville in 1949, the older men and women in his family undoubtedly influenced his 

choices. 

As a Townsville-based local politician, Hopkins immediately became a fierce advocate of 

northern development. Like his mother, Hopkins later became involved in community 

organisations, like the Townsville Rotary Club. Yet, it was in the business of local 

government as a TCA member that Harry made his biggest impact. Much like his father and 

grandfather, Harry saw untapped potential in northern regions and was frustrated with state 

and federal authorities for failing to address the so-called imbalance in national development. 
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In 1950, Harry Hopkins expressed his views on a national forum via the Australian 

Broadcasting Corporation’s “The Nation’s Forum of the Air” program.52   

It was a major event held on an Australian-wide network and broadcast to the world by short-

wave radio. The ABC modelled the Nation’s Forum of the Air (NFA) on the American 

“Town Meeting of the Air” program and broadcast the Australian version nationally from 

1944. The NFA explored controversial issues and on the evening of 28 June 1950, it 

considered the question: “Is the North Really Neglected?” The radio program took the form 

of a debate with four participants divided between two teams. Hopkins teamed up with 

William Appleton, the secretary of the North Queensland Development League, and the two 

men argued in the affirmative—the north was neglected. Their opponents were EJ Pearse, 

officer in charge of the Commonwealth Navigation and Lighthouse Service in North 

Queensland, and William Young, a journalist from the Townsville Daily Bulletin. A 

competitive exchange was punctuated by questions from the audience relayed through the 

debate chairman. The speakers explored many themes, including railway and road 

infrastructure and the development of agriculture and other industries, but Hopkins focused 

on big ideas and emphasised the north’s slower population growth, relative to the south.53  

Hopkins diagnosed a lack of public knowledge of tropical environments and general 

ignorance of the opportunities awaiting new settlers in the north. A transcript of the debate 

reveals that he championed ideas such as an authority to manage northern development and 

policies aimed at promoting rapid population growth. These ideas later informed the People 

the North campaign. During the 1950 debate, he argued for the creation of: 

An energetic, imaginative body clothed with adequate powers, and charged with 

responsibility for land settlement in the north – a tropical land settlement commission. 

But it must have real powers. Surely the all-time pigeon-holing championship must be 

awarded to the reports of the North Australia Commission [the federal Labor 

government’s North Australia Development Committee, 1945-1949]. Not grandiose 

schemes so much, but applied agriculture, drive, and publicity are required. In the 

streets of Adelaide and Melbourne recently I heard as much foreign speech as our own. 

That is where the New Australians have gone, not to the vast, empty, fertile areas of the 

 
52 "'Neglected North' for LO Debate," Age, 15 June 1950, 2. 
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north. Until we have an energetic and aggressive land settlement scheme this neglect 

will continue.54 

While Hopkins referred to the foreign languages of “new Australians” and emphasised the 

importance of population growth to his vision of northern development, he saw no place for 

non-white migrants. “If we do not get this development [in the north], well then, we will not 

have a White Australia much longer. We will have, instead of White Australia, a yellow 

North Australia. We must see that it is always White, that it is no longer neglected”.55  

Harry Hopkins’ emphasis on population and racial preferences for white migration were 

relatively unchanged throughout his eighteen years in local government. Hopkins saw no 

tension between his desire for population growth and opposition to non-white migrants.56  His 

personal interest in the development of northern Australia provided him with an unwavering 

energy to overturn decades of northern neglect following a process of colonisation, which 

was incomplete. Like his father and grandfather before him, he had reached the opinion that 

central governments had often ignored the north. Harry Hopkins developed his own opinions 

on how best to reverse the trend and once elected as a Townsville alderman in 1949, he found 

an outlet to express and develop these ideas.  

Harry Hopkins’s interest in broader debates about northern potential drew him toward the 

North Queensland Local Government Association. From July 1952, he joined Angus Smith 

as one of Townsville’s representatives to the NQLGA, quickly taking an active role in the 

organisation.57 Hopkins’ first initiative as an NQLGA delegate focused on improving the 

region’s image among national audiences. A lack of knowledge about the north had been one 

of the points he had raised in the 1950 debate about northern neglect.58 Throughout 1953, 

Hopkins organised a campaign on behalf of the NQLGA to improve tourist facilities and 

signage across the north.59 While Hopkins was a Townsville alderman, he saw the benefits of 

an integrated region. As Chairman of the TCC’s Finance Committee, Hopkins had a clear 

 
54 Australian Broadcasting Commission, “The Nation’s Forum of the Air”, Is the North Really Neglected? 
Broadcast Wednesday 28 June 1950, SP369/3, Volume 6/10, 3186483, NAA. 5. 
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view of the fiscal limitations of local government.60 He likely saw regional cooperation as a 

critical part of advancing the north, and, through the NQLGA, began to support numerous 

initiatives beyond Townsville. Hopkins advocated the development of the Burdekin district 

and encouraged the NQLGA to become more assertive in its dealings with state and federal 

governments on damming and irrigation schemes.61 After replacing Angus Smith on the 

Association’s executive committee in 1955, Hopkins became Townsville’s most influential 

representative in the NQLGA—becoming vice president in 1956 and president from 1957 

until 1963. By the time he had become president of the Association in 1957, Hopkins saw the 

potential of the NQLGA to become a bigger player in development politics.62 He helped 

grow the membership base and transformed the NQLGA into an organisation with influence 

on federal policy.  

Northern neglect 

The politics of northern neglect were rarely far from regional initiatives. Agitations of 

northern neglect were broadly applicable and could be used to target state or national 

governments or even political parties and individuals. The notion of northern neglect was 

based on the popular assumption that distant southern governments, located in Brisbane and 

Canberra, neglected Australia’s northern regions. Sometimes local governments in 

Queensland’s north would accuse the state government of northern neglect and at times the 

state opposition would do the same. Northern neglect was a simple, and often rather 

parochial, form of politics. Whenever the circumstances suited, the Queensland government 

would allege the federal government neglected the north. In some respects, northern neglect 

was an expedient method of political communication—it could generate public interest by 

tapping identity politics or help to shift the blame or deflect attention. In north Queensland, 

the politics of neglect not only targeted governments in Brisbane, but reflected 

disappointment with the lack of development following federation in 1901. There had been 

strong support for federation in north Queensland, but by the 1940s, it was clear that local 

politicians were increasingly frustrated by the nation’s lack of focus on northern regions. 

These concerns had the potential to become a binding element among factions and rival 

parties. 
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As well as launching men like Hopkins into local and regional government, the 1949 

municipal elections were a bellwether for north Queensland’s gradual shift toward 

conservative political parties. Following the elections, sixteen local governments attended the 

NQLGA’s annual meeting in Townsville.63 Together, these governments represented a 

region, which supported a wide range of political persuasions. In the 1950s, a variety of 

Labor-aligned and independent politicians filled local councils. Yet, like Townsville, many of 

the region’s independents had had joined forces to defeat left wing party candidates.64 For 

example, voters in the Johnstone Shire spurned ALP and Communist Party candidates in in 

1949 in favour of an affiliation of independents. However, the result in Johnstone Shire was 

significant for another reason: it came at the expense of the newly formed North Queensland 

Labour Party (NQLP). The defeat of this new party revealed some of the intricacies of 

northern politics and signalled the uneven decline of support for Labor—and the emergence 

of an increasingly organised anti-Labor polity. The fate of the NQLP and its mantra of 

“northern neglect” proved to be a cautionary tale for the North Queensland Local 

Government Association—as it attempted to drag a distant politically diverse region into 

modern Australia.  

With origins in Townsville’s Hermit Park ALP branch, the North Queensland Labour Party 

had officially formed in 1949. The party’s founders intended to win elections beyond 

Townsville and establish a foundation to challenge official Labor. The NQLP had 

regionalism at its heart and aimed to tap into common discontents with northern neglect. The 

North Queensland Labour Party’s move into regional politics partially stemmed from the 

declining fortunes of the Hermit Park ALP on the Townsville scene, which in three years 

from 1946 had suffered defection and defeat. Despite these circumstances, the party was 

confident it would gain popularity by exploiting anger at southern governments. A branch of 

the party was formed in Innisfail in early 1949—the birthplace of the NQLGA and capital of 

Johnstone Shire.65 As the Queensland MLA for the seat of Mundingburra (based in the 

Townsville area), Tom Aikens had now become the NQLP’s figurehead. To stir up support in 

Innisfail, Aikens told locals that: 

 
63 The 16 attendees were Atherton, Ayr, Bowen, Cairns, Charters Towers, Cardwell, Douglas, Eacham, 
Hinchinbrook, Johnstone, Mareeba, Mulgrave, Townsville, Thuringowa, Wangaratta and Herberton: “NQLGA 
meeting 2 June 1950: Minutes”, NQLGA Records, JCUSC. 
64 “Mulgrave Shire Electors Return Same Council Members,” CP, 30 May 1949, 5. 
65 “Branch of the N.Q. Labour Party is Formed at Innisfail,” EA, 2 March 1949, 2. 



Chapter Two: “A mounting tide of seething discontent”—the emergence of a new generation of local leaders in Townsville  48 

   

Early in 1942 North Queensland was being handed over on a golden platter to the 

Japanese. The State Government absolutely deserted North Queensland in the early days 

of the war. That Labor administration spent £75,000 to build water mains in the streets of 

Brisbane, but not a brass farthing was spent in the North. They could spend money like 

water in the capital but not spend a bent halfpenny for you. It was the same with the 

Chifley Government. We people who had voted Labor all our lives thought the Labor 

Party could be relied upon to do the decent thing, be loyal to us, and provide us with a 

measure of protection. What happened? Early in 1942 we found North Queensland 

defended by three battalions of militia—gallant—the 26th battalion from Cairns and 

Innisfail and the 31st from Townsville and Bowen. These boys were semi-trained and had 

a dozen machine guns. There was nothing in North Queensland to protect the North.66  

A few weeks later the NQLP ran eight candidates in Johnstone and did not win a single seat 

on council.67 While it was a major blow, winning Johnstone was a steep challenge for a new 

party on the congested left side of politics. Like Townsville, there was competition from the 

Communist Party and ALP and the result was almost identical. Independent candidates called 

the “Town and Country Team” won all aldermanic seats and the chairmanship of Johnstone 

Shire. 68 The result suggested that an appeal to feelings of northern neglect was not enough to 

secure electoral victory. Moreover, the 1949 results in Townsville and Innisfail, the central 

town of the Johnston Shire, indicated a broader disenchantment with the labour movement.   

Voters and media increasingly implicated Labor in northern neglect. While frustration with 

factionalism in places like Townsville added energy to anti-Labor sentiment, the 

dissatisfaction with state and federal Labor government neglect of the north helped 

“independent” teams. The election of independent (anti-Labor) teams in Townsville and 

Innisfail in 1949 was partly replicated in Thuringowa, Hughenden, and Ayr.69 The Townsville 

Daily Bulletin noticed the political mood in north Queensland had changed and linked local 

results with national issues and grievances of neglect. An editorial argued that the “Labor 

Party administrations have been guilty of contempt for the feelings and interests of 
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northerners” and warned the Chifley federal government to take note ahead of the election 

later that year.70  

There were, however, some exceptions to the tide of anti-Labor sentiment in municipal 

election result across north Queensland. Labor regained a majority of four-to-three on the 

Bowen Town Council and Cairns’ electors returned a Labor-majority in 1949.71 These 

exceptions did not conceal the growing anti-Labor dimension to northern neglect. In some 

respects, the association (justified or otherwise) of Labor with northern neglect foreshadowed 

the emergence of stronger conservative support across regional Queensland in the 1950s.72 

Protesting northern neglect  

While local government elections provided one outlet for northerners to express their 

discontent with Labor and alleged northern neglect, councils were not the only means of 

political participation. In 1949, the Federation of Chambers of Commerce of North 

Queensland criticised state and federal northern development policies. The chamber produced 

a letter outlining its case for northern development and intent to protest “against [state and 

federal government] neglect of north Queensland”.73 The chamber sent copies of the letter 

across the state and invited politicians and private entities to attend a “public meeting of 

protest” in Townsville to help “secure justice for north Queensland”. The protest meeting 

became a conference for disgruntled north Queenslanders and an outlet to express views on 

the state of northern neglect. The conference was partly stimulated by the Courier-Mail, 

which printed a series of inflammatory articles between April and May of 1949.  

The Courier-Mail’s initial salvo consisted of three articles written by journalist Harold 

Summers, who accused the Australian nation of neglecting its northern regions. Summers 

probed the economic and national security dimensions of northern development, arguing that 

the nation was in great peril and that the north could be lost. To provoke interest, the Courier-

Mail appealed to memories of the Second World War and its consequences on north 

Queensland. Summers argued emotively that the “the ‘Brisbane Line’ mentality is still 
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working in Canberra” to the detriment of the north and the nation.74 Summers asserted that 

the thinly populated districts of northern Australia were attractive to the nation’s adversaries 

in Asia. “If the Japanese had not been turned back in the Battle of the Coral Sea they [would] 

have landed in [north Queensland]”.75 As both the newspaper and its journalist recycled 

familiar tropes about northern emptiness and foreign invasion, blame for the impending loss 

of “Northern Australia as a white man’s country” was directed at careless southern 

governments.76 At the time, the ALP ran both Queensland and Commonwealth Governments, 

but the Courier-Mail targeted the federal government. The newspaper explicitly criticised the 

Prime Minister, Ben Chifley, for ignoring the recommendations of the North Australia 

Development Committee. In a stirring editorial entitled “Northern Tragedy”, it reminded 

voters that the forthcoming federal election was an opportunity to change direction.77 While 

the editorial attacked the Chifley government, the article drew the attention of Queenslanders 

to state Labor neglect of northern regions and reminded them of the upcoming state election 

(due in 1950). “We have no Divine Right to our continent; while it remains empty, we have 

no moral right to claim it and no power to defend it”, concluded the newspaper.78 The 

newspaper’s conflation of moral imperative, military necessity, and economic opportunity, 

reflected post-war debates about the “empty north”.79  

Published in 1949, the articles by Summers along with the Courier-Mail’s editorial attack 

drew on well-established tropes and generated an immediate response. The recycling of old 

ideas, from the formation of new states to the construction of permanent defence bases in the 

north, was now enlivened by an important message of urgency. Decades of neglect had 

exacerbated the “problem” and it was now an “all or nothing for the white man in the North”, 

as one headline proclaimed.80 The response to the articles came in the form of letters to the 

editor, further editorials from the newspaper, and commentary from northern-based alderman 

and political activists. The North Queensland New State Movement president, Dr WJ 

Chapman and the Mayor of Mackay, Ian Wood, called for both new states and a renewed 

national commitment to northern development.81 Some of the newspaper’s readers replied 

with letters to the editor extolling the natural resources of the north, and condemning the 
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lethargy of southern politicians. Radical schemes, such as the resettlement of 100,000 Jewish 

migrants in northern Western Australia, were proffered as models for populating the tropics.82 

Most of all, the articles helped to generate interest in the protest meeting organised by the 

Federation of Chambers of Commerce of North Queensland (FCCNQ).  

Like the NQLGA, the FCCNQ formed in the shadow of the Second World War and pushed 

an agenda of northern development.83 Between April and May 1949, the FCCNQ invited 

numerous public and private entities to attend a “protest meeting” in Townsville.84 The 

publicity and enthusiastic response generated by the meeting turned it into an event later 

referred to as the “New Deal for the North” conference (a possible reference to the United 

States’ “new deal” under the 1930s presidency of Franklin Delano Roosevelt).85 The 

description was precise, as both conference speakers and the audience appealed to state and 

federal authorities to make a new commitment to northern Australia. Representatives from 

the Townsville and Mackay Harbour Boards and numerous trade unions and sugar producers, 

cane growers and private companies were among the large audience. Even the Brisbane 

Chamber of Commerce sent its president, RH Wainwright, to Townsville to support local 

efforts to “break [the] chains of apathy [and] neglect”.86  

The FCCNQ attempted to bring a large audience to its conference, including the NQLGA, but 

local governments were largely absent from the Townsville conference. The absence of local 

governments is explained in practical terms: local government elections had been held in 

Queensland just a few weeks prior to the conference and the NQLGA was adapting to new 

council teams. Yet the Townsville conference—led by the FCCNQ president, L Lawrence—

explored many themes of common interest to local governments. These included upgrades to 

roads and maritime ports, an expansion of the railway network, and a lowering of taxes in the 

north to promote population growth.87 The FCCNQ’s protest initiative demonstrated that the 

 
82 The concept was originally proposed in the 1930s: Letters to the Editor, "'We Have Iron and Coal to Fill Our 
Empty Space'," CM, 5 May 1949, 2. 
83 The FCCNQ had been formed in 1947 to align commercial interests from Mackay northwards: "Unity 
Planned for Chambers of Commerce," EA, 22 January 1947, 6. "Federated Chambers to Press for Many North 
Queensland Claims," TDB, 18 August 1948, 4. 
84 The conference was held at Townsville’s Theatre Royal between 2 and 3 of June 1949. 
85 For examples, see: "New Deal for the North Campaign," Queensland Times, 9 June 1949, 4; "Cargo Lag for 
North Ending - Support for New League," CM, 4 June 1949, 3. 
86 Harold Summers, "North Rallying for Fight - Demands Justice," CM, 2 June 1949, 1. 
87 Ibid; "Great Interest in 'Fitter Deal' Talks," TDB, 2 June 1949, 2.  
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NQLGA was not the only player in regional politics and the success of the conference could 

determine who would take leadership on key issues.  

To make an impact, the FCCNQ sent out invitations to all state and federal parliamentarians 

representing northern seats, but just three attended, and none of them represented the 

Queensland or Australian governments. Federal Labor government members from the north 

Queensland-based divisions of Herbert and Kennedy, Bill Edmonds and Bill Riordan, likely 

sensed the potential for strong anti-Labor sentiment at the conference, and stayed away. In 

mid-1949, Labor was in power in Queensland and at the federal level. State Labor MLAs and 

federal Labor politicians were unlikely to support a conference that criticised the record of 

their respective governments. Three parliamentarians did attend the protest conference and 

each of them—Tom Aikens, Fred Paterson, and Adair Macalister Blain—expressed strong 

opinions about northern development.  

Blain was an independent who occupied the sole Northern Territory seat in the federal House 

of Representatives. He identified with the frustration felt by north Queenslanders and his 

contribution demonstrated that concerns about northern development spanned state 

boundaries.88 After defeating the sitting Labor member at the 1934 federal election, Blain had 

lobbied Australian governments for an expansion of voting rights in the Northern Territory. 

He was critical of the Legislative Council established in the Territory by the federal Labor 

government in 1947: Blain claimed that Territorians enjoyed no more voting rights than “the 

inhabitants of Siberian Russia or the inmates of a gaol”.89 While the FCCNQ was unlikely to 

advance progress on Northern Territory voting rights, the prospect of an alliance of northern 

interests appealed to Blain. He had spent fifteen frustrating years in federal parliament 

attempting to overcome some of the challenges and disappointments of development in the 

Northern Territory.90 Blain was receptive to the concept of creating new states in northern 

Australia, but the North Queensland Labor Party’s Tom Aikens ensured that separatism did 

not dominate conference outcomes. 
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Northern Territory, 1911," Northern Territory Historical Studies 24, no. 2013 (2013): 39-51; Ted Ling, "The 
Payne-Fletcher Board of Inquiry, 1937," Journal of Northern Territory History, no. 21 (2010): 37-57; W. 
Wynne Williams, "The Payne-Fletcher Report on the Northern Territory," The Australian Quarterly 10, no. 1 
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Aikens used the occasion to promote his new political party, arguing the NQLP could help 

northerners to gain more influence in the Queensland parliament.91 In his conference speech, 

Aikens warned of the state government’s tactic to “divide and conquer” the north with 

promises of a new state.92 Rather than pursue separation, Aikens encouraged the audience to 

vote for political candidates who prioritised the north—a pitch for his own party ahead of the 

1950 state election. Aikens was an accomplished speaker and his warning against separation 

may have helped to defeat a motion from the president of the North Queensland New State 

Movement, Dr WJ Chapman, that the conference declare its support for northern separation. 

With a new state removed from the agenda, the organisers needed something tangible to go 

forward with, or the protest would be without outcome.  

The opportunity came when Dr TU Ley called for the creation of a lobbying group focused 

on northern development.93 Ley’s suggestion of a North Queensland Development League 

(NQDL) gained immediate support because of the potential to combine the energy of 

disparate northern groups and lobby the south for a “new deal”. Aikens was joined in 

supporting Ley’s idea by Blain, as well as the Communist Party MLA for Bowen, Fred 

Paterson. With the support of high-profile politicians, the NQDL became an early and 

unsophisticated example of a post-war lobbying group based in the north, and focused on 

national development policy. The league’s creators produced a constitution that committed 

“to promote by all means within its power the protection and advancement of the interests of 

all Citizens of North Queensland”.94 The constitution promised to “publicise the advantages 

of North Queensland” to the nation and “press the Federal and State Parliaments to introduce 

legislation that will further the interests of the whole of the people of North Queensland”. The 

League aspired to “stimulate trade, employment and commerce” on an unprecedented scale.95  

The Townsville Daily Bulletin’s reaction to the new lobbying group was positive. The 

newspaper sensed that the North Queensland Development League had struck a chord and the 

region had unleashed a powerful new initiative. The editor asserted that “the gloves are off” 

and the campaign for a “new order” had begun.96 In claiming that “we no longer fight alone”, 

 
91 Aikens had lost his seat on Townsville’s council only a few weeks before the conference. 
92 "N.Q. Development League Launched - All Sections of North Attend Most Enthusiastic Gathering," TDB, 3 
June 1949, 2. 
93 Dr TU Ley was a medical doctor who later became president of the Townsville Medical Association. 
94 Constitution of the North Queensland Development League, A.D. Murgatroyd Archive, ADM/2, North 
Queensland Collection, JCULSC. 
95 Ibid. 
96 Editorial, "The Gloves Are Off," TDB, 3 June 1949, 2. 



Chapter Two: “A mounting tide of seething discontent”—the emergence of a new generation of local leaders in Townsville  54 

   

the newspaper had recognised the support of parties from as far as Brisbane and the Northern 

Territory. Support from outside the region demonstrated that northern development had 

national appeal and a series of rhetorical questions outlined why: 

What would happen to the vast industrial areas of Sydney and Melbourne, if 

tomorrow all supplies of food for the country, including produce, were withheld 

from them? Could secondary industries continue to function with a starving 

population? How would the factories continue in operation if the copper and iron 

ore, and the hundreds of items from small farms that are processed in the big cities 

ceased to flow to the capitals? Brisbane, if only the country withheld its products, 

would have its economy shattered. There you have some conception of what the 

folk on the land both big and little farmers, mean to Australia’s national economy. 

In addition, try and imagine what would happen if only three items, wheat, wool 

and sugar, ceased to provide work for southerners and overseas credits. Chaos 

would stalk the land.97 

These questions were a search for relevance, an attempt to prove that northern regions 

mattered to metropolitan Australia. In a softening of previous editorial language criticising 

northern neglect, the newspaper suggested that the public could not hold governments solely 

accountable for development. While “the first move must come from governments”, the 

editorial argued that private capital had equal responsibility to promote development. These 

had been the terms—leadership from public institutions followed by support from private 

capital—which had driven development in southern settlements during the colonial era. The 

editorial assumed that a similar model of northern development should prevail. 

Backed by newspapers in Brisbane and Townsville, the NQDL got straight to work on 

lobbying politicians for a new deal for northern Australia. In 1949, the NQDL wrote to the 

Labor member for the federal division of Kennedy, Bill Riordan, and demanded that the 

Commonwealth instantly declare north Queensland a “strategic area [for defence purposes] 

giving it no.1 priority on supplies of cement, steel, and essential materials, amenities and 

preferential taxation”.98 The Townsville Daily Bulletin steadfastly backed the proposal and 

described it as “the only apparent solution to the north’s plight”.99 John Dedman, the federal 
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98 William Appleton [Secretary, North Queensland Development League] to WJF Riordan [federal ALP 
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99 Editorial, "Priority Scheme the North's Main Hope for Development," TDB, 27 July 1949, 2. 
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Labor Minister for Defence (1946-49), disagreed, telling Riordan “the defence of Northern 

Australia is only a single factor in a complex problem”.100 Regarding northern development, 

Dedman relegated defence and security considerations behind economic concerns. He added 

that, “no useful purpose would be served” by declaring north Queensland a “strategic area” 

because the state government controlled the supply of building materials. Dedman’s 

deflection to the state government dashed hopes of a northern development bonanza based on 

national security concerns. 

Undeterred by the defence minister’s reply, the Development League embarked on a 

campaign for more support. The formation of the League had generated immediate publicity 

throughout Queensland and in Western Australia—another state with an interest in northern 

development.101 Yet unlike later northern development lobbying groups, the NQDL did not 

foster strong connections between Queensland and WA-based interests. When William 

Appleton joined the NQDL as full-time secretary, he attempted to recruit new members and 

branches in Queensland.102 The immediate response was underwhelming. While Cardwell 

Shire’s Chairman, Charles Dickinson, recognised similar aims between the NQLGA and the 

newly formed Development League, he warned his own council against affiliation. He argued 

that bodies like these tend to be: 

A waste of time [because many of the speakers did not know what they were talking 

about]. People who have never gone before the people for a vote attend these meetings, 

from various organisations. These are the ones who control the meetings and anyone else 

is outvoted. From the council point of view much more could be done by the council 

through the [North Queensland Local Government] Association than through any other 

body.103 

Dickinson considered the emergence of the Development League as a threat to the NQLGA’s 

growing authority on regional matters. Other members of the NQLGA exercised caution too; 

councillors from the Mulgrave Shire raised concerns about potential partisan bias within the 

Development League.104  

 
100 John Dedman to WJF Riordan, 26 October 1949, A663 O66/1/794, 81460, NAA. 
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CP, 03 June 1949, 5; "Queensland North - League's Campaign for 'Justice'," West Australian, 3 June 1949, 17. 
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104 "Rise in General Rates Adopted by Mulgrave Shire," CP, 16 August 1949, 5. 
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The NQDL espoused a different approach to that established by the NQLGA. The 

Development League used slogans such as “give us a fair deal, Brisbane and Canberra” and 

implicit threats such as “North Queensland is waiting and watching”.105 Rather than threaten 

the south, the NQLGA president in 1949, Peter Delamothe, saw the benefits of cultivating 

long-term diplomatic ties with the nation’s powerbrokers. When coupled with the 

responsibilities of local administration, a long-view strategy led the NQLGA away from 

formal affiliation with state Separation lobbies and the North Queensland Development 

League. While their different approaches need not have excluded cooperation on northern 

development, a sour beginning to relations between the Development League and the 

NQLGA in 1949 lessened the prospect. Just a few weeks after protestors formed the 

Development League at the “New Deal for the North” conference in Townsville, Delamothe 

became president of the NQLGA in June 1949. He took the reins of regional leadership from 

the outgoing NQLGA president, James Kelly. Before stepping down, Kelly revealed the 

Association’s displeasure at the organisers of the Townsville conference. He said; “I do not 

wish to cross swords with the sponsors of the North Queensland Development League, [but] I 

must comment when the recent meeting was held, no invitation was extended to the North 

Queensland Local Authorities Association, which is the most important in the north”.106 The 

Townsville Daily Bulletin reported that a cheer went up when Kelly asserted that the NQLGA 

would “continue to prosper and fight for north Queensland, when other movements, which 

sprang up overnight, [had] passed away”.107 The newspaper contacted a spokesman from the 

Development League who explained that the hasty organisation of the conference meant that 

the NQLGA were overlooked—and no offence was intended. The editor followed up with a 

call for unity, but it was not enough to reverse the slide toward intra-regional rivalry.108 The 

NQLGA saw themselves as the authority on regional development and its member councils 

were sensitive to intrusion by an unelected lobbying group. As a collective, the NQLGA 

remembered that organisers had not formally invited it to attend the “New Deal for the 

North” conference. Moreover, NQLGA leaders sensed that the League’s influence would be 

limited and the initiative short-lived.109 
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Without the support of local governments, the NQDL lost momentum. The Development 

League’s high point was a deputation to the Queensland Premier Ned Hanlon in March 1950, 

which ended abruptly and without clear outcomes.110 One-month later only thirteen delegates, 

which included Tom Aikens as senior vice-president, attended the North Queensland 

Development League’s first annual convention.111 The group had been unable to sustain early 

momentum and faded into oblivion. While the death of the Development League appeared to 

vindicate the NQLGA, the appeal of protest campaigns against northern neglect did not 

entirely disappear. Assertive options such as Separation and protests or publicity campaigns 

periodically gathered popular support in the north in the 1950s. However, the federal 

government led by Robert Menzies—much like the federal Labor governments of the 

1940s—did not see any political need to develop strong northern development policies. 

While the rise and fall of the Development League demonstrated the strong feelings provoked 

by northern neglect, the NQLGA chose to focus on developing practical solutions based upon 

local evidence. 

Populating the north 

One of the articles by Summers explored the declining population in districts across northern, 

Australia, a trend observed with increasing concern by the NQLGA.112 “Something must be 

done to induce people to settle [in the north] … lack of population in the north is a most 

serious menace to Australia”, claimed Townsville Mayor, John Gill, in late 1949. These 

assessments appeared to ignore the growth of cities like Townsville and Cairns and the 

potential for northern settlements to benefit from urbanisation. For some north Queensland 

politicians, the drift of people away from the rural regions and small towns signalled a loss of 

the nation’s grip (and claim) on the north. In 1952, while serving as president of the NQLGA, 

Dickinson told his NQLGA colleagues that: 

as country people away from the Capital city we must always remember “Unity is 

Strength” and this large Association is the best example of unity in North 

Queensland, and our existence and strength has become power to be accounted for 
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especially in Government circles, which has been proven by [state and federal] 

Government Officers being present at our meetings at our request.113 

Dickinson’s annual presidential report in 1952 demonstrated an understanding that the 1950s 

presented a set of new challenges to the region. However, the assertion that north 

Queenslanders were predominantly “country people” was less convincing. The region’s 

demography had changed during the 1940s: new machinery and automation reduced the need 

for physical labour and there were fewer unskilled jobs. Social and economic aspirations 

changed too.114 As the economy and social expectations evolved, the region’s population 

drifted away from smaller inland towns to occupy larger urban centres on the coast. 

Population growth in north Queensland’s largest urban centres meant that the region was 

becoming less like other parts of rural northern Australia and more like the urbanised south. 

Between 1933 and 1951, the population in Townsville’s local government area grew by 41% 

to over 36,000 residents, while Cairns increased by 54% to reach a population of over 

18,000.115 Urbanisation had taken root—the four cities of Townsville, Cairns, Mackay and 

Charters Towers added a combined 21,878 people, whereas the remaining 23 shires in 

Queensland’s north grew by a combined 5,496 people. Thirteen of the region’s shires 

observed a net loss in population in the seventeen years to 1951. Some of the people who left 

those shires had moved to Cairns and Townsville, which had become urban enclaves at the 

edge of Australia’s northern frontier. Residents of the developing service and industrial 

centres of north Queensland could experience some of the modern amenities available to 

residents of larger cities in southern Australia. In this sense, north Queensland’s larger 

population centres increasingly became the “urban frontier” of Australia’s tropical north. A 

partial consequence of their growth was the proclamation of two new federal divisions in 

north Queensland ahead of the 1949 election—Dawson and Leichardt. While the 

proclamation of new seats strengthened the region’s political voice in federal parliament, 

senior leadership within the NQLGA initially viewed urbanisation and bigger cities as bad for 

development. 

In early 1950, NQLGA delegates echoed the concerns raised by the Courier-Mail journalist, 

Harold Summers. The NQLGA leadership were concerned about the “drift of population 
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away from northern areas”, an issue discussed at length at consecutive meetings in 1950.116 

Even the growth of Cairns and Townsville had partially come at the expense of the region’s 

smaller towns. In 1950, the NQLGA president, Peter Delamothe, told northern media “if the 

north is to develop it must hold its population” and attract new migrants.117 Townsville’s 

Mayor John Gill agreed “something must be done to induce people to settle in the north”.118 

The TDB called for north Queensland to receive its “fair share” of the nation’s new migrants. 

Queenslanders were headed to the polls in April 1950 and population themes were politicised 

by local aldermen and state and federal politicians seeking northern votes.  

Leading into the 1950 Queensland state election, the Country and Liberal Parties attempted to 

boost support in northern electorates by highlighting the north’s population concerns. From 

the luxury of opposition, the Queensland Country Party leader, Frank Nicklin, even supported 

northern Separation. He told an audience in Cairns that “personally, I am of the opinion that 

separation is thoroughly justified and would be the best way to secure rapid development”.119 

Nicklin’s views on Separation and development in 1950 contrasted with those of the popular 

MLA for Mundingburra and North Queensland Labor Party member, Tom Aikens, who 

regarded Separation as a cumbersome task, which would disrupt northern development. 

Aikens, in serving the interests of his own party, argued that “the north could [instead of 

separation] send men to Parliament who were independent of the major parties which hold 

the balance of power”.120 Both Aikens and Nicklin saw opportunities to gain political capital 

from the themes raised the previous year by the Courier-Mail. They also tapped into the 

north’s growing anxiety—as reflected by the North Queensland Local Government 

Association—about population drift.  

Between 1950 and 1951, the NQLGA developed a report on the concerns of local 

governments about population drift away from northern districts. With the report, the 

NQLGA lobbied state and federal governments to commit to policies promoting population 

growth and northern development.121 The Mayor of Bowen, Peter Delamothe, compiled the 

report and sent a copy to the Minister of National Development, Richard Casey. The 

NQLGA’s meeting records indicated that the report began diplomatically by applauding the 
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state and federal governments for their work on northern projects. The population report then 

proposed solutions to the issues outlined by northern councils and a Royal Commission into 

northern development and population growth.122 Delamothe used statistics gleaned from the 

intercensal period between 1933 and 1947 to argue that young Australians lacked the 

pioneering spirit of the region’s forbearers:  

There is a smaller proportion of young people in north Queensland than in earlier 

days, and as a whole those young people lack the pioneering spirit of their 

forbearers, preferring leisure and pleasure to hardships and hard work. The cry of 

the declining Rome of ‘Bread and Circuses’ can almost be heard. How much of 

this deterioration of spirit is due to paternalistic Government care from “the cradle 

to the grave” is hard to determine. As corollary, the younger people flock to the 

cities and larger towns, where wages are higher, hours are shorter and amenities 

more abundant and of greater variety. So these centres of population gain the 

marriageable workers and their subsequent offspring with the result that even the 

combined population of Cairns and Townsville went from 1-4 to 1-3 of North 

Queensland’s total in the intercensal period. The older people too, when they 

reach the retiring age, take up residence in or near the cities because of more 

attractive living conditions.123 

Delamothe’s criticism of people for choosing better living conditions reflected the reality that 

development in rural and regional centres had not kept pace with the modernisation of 

Australian cities. His solutions focused on stabilising rural centres by modernising 

infrastructure and improving services. Delamothe argued that state and federal governments 

should discourage further development in cities and stimulate regional development. 

Generous tax concessions and other business incentives could fix the issue of seasonal 

unemployment, brought about by peaks and troughs in the sugar and other agricultural 

industries, by encouraging industrial development.  

During the 1940s and early 1950s, the NQLGA consolidated its position as an influential 

regional political voice, and proved more resilient than competing organisations who claimed 

to speak for the north and its development problems. The North Queensland Local 

Government Association contributed to public debates about development policy and the role 
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of private investment. As the 1950s progressed, the amalgam of local governments was to 

assist in advancing regional development by focusing state and federal government attention 

on matters of local interest. 
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Figure 1: “Shire Hall”: birthplace of the North Queensland Local Government Association. 
On Easter Sunday in April 1944, ten of north Queensland’s local councils met and formed the North Queensland Local Government Association. The historic 
meeting occurred in Innisfail, at the Johnstone Shire Council’s Shire Hall. The hall hosted several Association meetings over the following decades. Many 
visiting councillors stayed at the Queen’s Hotel. Source: Photograph by Patrick White, taken exactly 78 years later on 8 April 2022
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Chapter Three: Searching for National Relevance 

Valuing unity and diplomacy, while cultivating consensus among member councils, the 

NQLGA remained a relatively conservative organisation throughout the 1950s, hesitant to 

engage in overt public criticism of state and federal government policy. Yet by achieving 

moderate success and maintaining strong participation from councils across the region, the 

NQLGA became an increasingly confident organisation capable of providing detailed and 

informative contributions to national development plans. The Association often argued that 

private investment was difficult to attract to northern Australia because of the vast distances, 

smaller populations, and less developed infrastructure than other regions. While the NQLGA 

recognised the challenges to development in their region, local governments lacked the 

technical and financial resources to solve them. The NQLGA consistently appealed to state 

and federal governments to make a bigger commitment to northern regions, but these requests 

often drew disappointing responses. The Queensland Labor and federal Liberal-Country 

coalition governments frequently blamed one another for a lack of attention to northern 

development. Local and regional initiatives were captive to debates over whether northern 

development was a state or federal responsibility. While tension between state and federal 

governments was nothing new, in the 1950s, the Commonwealth’s fiscal and legislative 

power was increasing.  

During the 1950s, the Commonwealth took a bigger role in more areas of Australian 

governance than in any preceding decade. Emergency measures initiated by the 

Commonwealth during the Second World War had helped to quicken the pace of 

centralisation in Australian federalism. The state governments had become increasingly 

dependent on Commonwealth revenue streams and that affected public debates around 

development policy. Many advocates of northern development called for a national approach 

and Queensland Labor governments often argued that northern development was a 

Commonwealth responsibility. Following the change of national government in 1949, there 

were initial hopes in the north that the Menzies government would transform northern policy. 

As the decade unfolded, however, the coalition did not meet those expectations. The national 

government was unwilling to prioritise northern development and the NQLGA grew 

increasingly impatient. Their impatience intensified following a series of unsuccessful 

campaigns to secure development funding for regional projects. Frustrations provoked a few 
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ordinarily conservative voices to become more emphatic about the urgency of northern 

development. Investing large sums of public money on development projects could be 

justified by demonstrating the north had national significance. Whether national significance 

derived from a connection to national security or the notion of untapped economic 

opportunity, northern leaders retained strong convictions that their concerns were relevant to 

all Australians.  

The NQLGA contributed to north Queensland’s development in the 1950s by sustaining post-

war cooperation and channelling funds, which did arrive from state and federal governments, 

into projects of common benefit. Some of these included health, education, and social and 

environmental initiatives, in addition to road, railway, and marine port improvements. Local 

governments also commissioned a history of north Queensland, resulting in the publication of 

a book in 1963. These achievements maintained the legitimacy and relevance of the NQLGA. 

In turn, relevance bolstered the confidence of local leaders. When minerals discoveries were 

made in parts of Queensland’s far north and north-west in the late 1950s, fresh enthusiasm 

collided with historic frustrations and an underlying confidence that northern development 

was not only possible but a necessary national priority.  

This chapter explores the NQLGA’s initiatives to develop and populate north Queensland 

during the 1950s. It explains the motivations of some of north Queensland’s prominent local 

leaders and situates the NQLGA’s efforts to advance northern development within the 

broader context of national political debates. During the 1950s, Australian society changed—

more people left rural and regional life and migrated to the cities in pursuit of employment 

and higher standards of living. These trends occurred in north Queensland too, and influenced 

the politics of northern development and the initiatives proposed by the NQLGA. At the 

regional level, northern cities like Townsville and Cairns began to grow at the expense of 

smaller settlements in their hinterlands. In some respects, the growth of urban centres, 

combined with the moderate success of a few NQLGA initiatives, prompted a few local 

leaders to become more ambitious. Their ambition, however, collided with rising frustrations 

at the generally slow pace of development and the lack of major commitments from state and 

federal governments.  
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North no priority for Menzies 

In the wake of the federal Labor government’s lacklustre North Australia Development 

Committee in the 1940s, national planning for northern development stalled. The coalition 

government of the 1950s did not produce fresh ideas or policy proposals and national debates 

about northern Australia continued to draw upon anxieties about emptiness, the threat of 

invasion, and the possibilities contained within unexploited tropical land.1 These anxieties fed 

arguments about northern economic potential and the region’s relevance to national security.  

Commonwealth politicians remained cautious about investing in northern Australia. In 1951, 

the Coalition Minister for National Development, Richard Casey, wrote that there were “a lot 

of physical difficulties” in developing the north: a nod toward the complex entanglement of 

environmental challenges and policy abstractions, which discouraged the government from a 

decisive commitment.2 Federal governments in the 1950s were unconvinced the north needed 

special consideration, a view that clashed with that of many northern leaders, who saw 

development of the tropics as an urgent national concern.  

The election of the Liberal-Country Party Coalition to federal government in December 1949 

stirred optimistic forecasts for northern development by major north Queensland newspapers. 

The Cairns Post endorsed the election result as good for northern development and urged its 

readers to increase scrutiny of the Queensland Labor government’s plans for the region.3 The 

Townsville Daily Bulletin was equally enthusiastic.4 It called on Menzies to “prove himself a 

politician of vision [and] create a Ministry for North Queensland or North Australia”.5 An 

editorial commented on the prime minister’s “unprecedented recognition” of north 

Queensland during the election campaign, exemplified when Menzies had contended that “we 

shall pay much needed attention to the more remote and undeveloped areas such as north 

Queensland”.6 Within two years, the Townsville Daily Bulletin had turned on Menzies on the 

issue of northern development. An editorial lamented that in 22 months “practically nothing 

 
1 Megarrity, Northern Dreams. 85-91. 
2 RG Casey to WM Simmonds [Queensland Liberal–Country Party senator], 18 January 1951, A987 E15, NAA. 
3 Editorial, "A Vote for Freedom," CP, 12 December 1949, 5; "Labour Will Woo North," CP, 14 December 
1949, 5. 
4 "Two Down, and One to Go," TDB, 12 December 1949, 2; "Unprecedented Recognition of North 
Queensland," TDB, 13 December 1949, 2. 
5 "Unprecedented Recognition of North Queensland," TDB, 13 December 1949, 2. 
6 "Menzies Gives Policy - Trenchant Attack on Socialism - C.P. Leader on Platform," SMH, 11 November 1949, 
2. 
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had been done towards” implementing the government’s promise to deliver more for the 

north.7  

Under Menzies in the 1950s, the Commonwealth drifted away from the central planning and 

government controls of post-war Labor governments. At least in theory, if not always in 

practice, the coalition preferred individualism and free enterprise and was thus disinclined to 

centrally plan or spend huge sums of money on northern development schemes.8 The federal 

government’s ideological preferences and northern caution during the 1950s were further 

entrenched by generally strong economic conditions—the nation’s post-war economy and 

population grew without requiring the risk of an expensive government-funded northern 

development program.9 Private capital had also been cautious about investing large sums into 

northern projects.  

In Queensland’s north, the proposed Burdekin River irrigation scheme failed to attract private 

capital. The Burdekin River Authority, assembled by the Queensland Labor government in 

1950, met several times throughout the decade to plan damming the river and building a 

massive water reservoir to irrigate a variety of crops. The Burdekin River Authority also 

considered the potential of hydroelectricity. The overall project was on a similar scale to the 

Ord River scheme in Western Australia, which went ahead without private investment, yet 

the Burdekin River Authority was unable to make the north Queensland project viable on 

economic or social grounds. Perhaps more importantly, the Queensland government was 

unprepared to be the scheme’s sole financial backer and Commonwealth investment was not 

forthcoming. As a result, the Burdekin River Authority met for the last time in 1958.10  

Broader frustrations at the lack of support for northern development spilled over at NQLGA 

meetings. Without a major local project like the Ord River Scheme, progress with 

development appeared to slow down and northern council members often disagreed on how 

to respond. Some councillors wanted a more assertive campaign, which openly criticised state 

and federal authorities, whereas other councillors promoted diplomacy and caution. At a 

conference in 1953, NQLGA President and Cardwell Shire Council Chairman Charles 

 
7 "The TDB," TDB, 6 October 1951, 2. 
8 Stephen Wilks, ‘Now Is the Psychological Moment’: Earle Page and the Imagining of Australia (Canberra, 
Australia: ANU Press, 2020), 88, 291-303. 
9 For analysis of the strong economic conditions in the 1950s: Michael Keating, "Evolution of Macroeconomic 
Strategy since World War 2," in The Cambridge Economic History of Australia, eds. Simon P. Ville & Glenn 
Withers (Port Melbourne, Vic: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 440-443. 
10 See: Minutes - Burdekin River Authority, 1950-1958, QSA, Item ID341197. 
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Dickinson appealed for unity. Dickinson reminded local governments that “united we have 

every chance of success but as individual councils, our road will be harder”.11 During his 

two-year term as NQLGA president (1951-1953), Dickinson promoted regional unity and 

perseverance through common purpose.12  

Conservative leadership 

Dickinson’s style was similar to the leadership of Peter Delamothe, another president of the 

NQLGA who promoted diplomacy and practical action over direct criticism of state and 

federal governments. His two terms as president influenced the culture and executive 

decisions of the NQLGA. He was a popular figure—elected unopposed as president of the 

NQLGA in June 1949 before vacating the post for Dickinson in 1951. Delamothe reasoned 

that the presidency should rotate frequently, but his popularity meant he returned to the role 

in 1953. After four years as NQLGA president, Delamothe left the post in 1957 to pursue a 

career with the Liberal Party in Queensland state politics, serving as a minister in Queensland 

governments led by Frank Nicklin and Joh Bjelke-Petersen.13 His successor, Harry Hopkins, 

described him as “a great stalwart of the Association” and “a great North Queenslander, a 

tireless far-seeing and broad minded advocate for the development of the north”.14 While 

born in Brisbane, Delamothe spent most of his life in north Queensland, where he forged an 

understanding of the society and became a conservative political voice. 

He grew up around Hughenden in Queensland’s central north-west and attended Mount 

Carmel College in Charters Towers. He left the north to attend university and graduated as a 

medical doctor from the University of Sydney.15 Delamothe returned to north Queensland 

and settled at Bowen in 1936. During the Second World War he served as a medical officer 

and developed an interest in public affairs and civil service. After the war Delamothe entered 

local politics and defeated ALP and Communist Party candidates to become Mayor of Bowen 

in 1946, a post he held until 1958.16 Delamothe was an avowed opponent of socialism and 

 
11 Dickinson, “President’s Annual Report, 5 June 1953”, NQLGA Records, JCUSC. 
12 Dickinson was an inaugural member of the NQLGA, an independent councillor (non-party aligned), and a 
three-term chairman of the Cardwell Shire Council—a community located about halfway between the cities of 
Cairns and Townsville: “Meet ‘Dicko’ New Chief of the N.Q.L.A.A.,” TDB, 6 October 1951, 2. 
13 Delamothe and Stevenson, The Delamothe Story, 25-27, 40-46, 89-104. 
14 Hopkins, “President’s Annual Report, 1958”, NQLGA Records, JCUSC. 
15 "Northlanders - Peter Delamothe Again North Queenslander No. 1," NQR, 6 June 1953, 5. 
16 Delamothe and Stevenson, The Delamothe Story. 25-27, 40-46, 50-54. 
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communism, and an advocate of private enterprise. These views informed his approach to 

northern development. 

Delamothe considered private enterprise as a solution to northern development challenges.17 

According to Delamothe, beyond the provision of major infrastructure, governments had a 

limited role in developing the north and should instead focus on creating favourable 

conditions for private enterprise. Delamothe was not, however, an ideologue opposed to 

working with left wing politicians or governments. During the 1940s he cooperated with 

former NQLGA presidents like the Cairns ALP alderman (and Queensland MLA), Thomas 

Crowley, on the Consultative and Advisory Committee. Delamothe looked beyond political 

divisions toward an agenda of specific projects backed by evidence. During his second stint 

as president of the Association, Delamothe travelled throughout north Queensland to speak 

directly with local councillors.18 His dedication to understanding and helping to resolve local 

challenges boosted a reputation for consultative leadership.19 Under Delamothe’s leadership, 

the NQLGA cemented its role as a modest authority on matters of development, but the 

frustrations with state and federal authorities continually swelled. 

Thinning patience 

Correspondence between the NQLGA and state and federal governments in the 1950s reveals 

that the organisation was diplomatic and lobbied hard but achieved only moderate success. 

NQLGA meeting records reference a wide range of regional development initiatives bogged 

down in exhaustive correspondence with various government departments. A common theme 

was lack of clarity over which level of government was financially responsible and who had 

the authority (and political will) to approve northern development projects. The NQLGA 

were occasionally in the middle of frustrating negotiations with state and federal authorities 

who deflected responsibility onto one another. In some instances, the NQLGA persisted with 

proposals, which lacked a convincing case or practical solution. 

 
17 See Delamothe’s work on the NQLGA’s sub-committees: "NQLGA Consultative and Advisory Committee 
meeting 20 December 1946: Minutes" NQLGA records, JCUSC.; "NQLGA Consultative and Advisory 
Committee meeting 27 March 1947: Minutes", Ibid. 
18 "The North Queensland Local Government Association. President’s Annual Report, 1953-54, 4 June 1954," 
Ibid. 
19 "N.Q.L. A. A. Chief of Tour of Shires," TDB, 9 October 1953, 1. 
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An NQLGA meeting in Townsville in October 1951 revealed two issues, which became a 

persistent source of frustration for northern councillors.20 The first issue concerned 

emergency response services across north Queensland’s more remote districts. Stories of 

people in need of immediate medical assistance while cut off by flooded rivers prompted the 

NQLGA to invest in a long campaign to bring an aerial ambulance to the region.21 The 

NQLGA tried to secure one of three new £35,000 Sikorsky helicopters bound for RAAF 

bases in Melbourne, Sydney, and Brisbane.22 Heavily rutted dirt tracks connected many north 

Queensland communities, rendering travel by motorcar dangerous and often impossible 

during wetter months. A helicopter could gain better access to remote communities, which 

lacked runways for aeroplanes.23 During a campaign lasting several years, the NQLGA 

enlisted the support of the Queensland Local Authorities Association, the Australian Local 

Government Association, and the Queensland Government. Federal parliamentary members 

from north Queensland, such as Harry Bruce, Bill Riordan, and Bill Edmonds (opposition 

ALP members for Leichardt, Kennedy and Herbert respectively), helped to lobby the federal 

coalition government.24  

The persistent lobbying failed to convince William McMahon, Commonwealth Minister for 

Air from 1951 until 1954. McMahon informed the NQLGA that it was not feasible to locate 

an emergency helicopter north of Brisbane.25 He also wrote to Riordan and advised that 

medical services were “a State government or Local government matter and not primarily the 

responsibility of the Commonwealth”.26 The lobbying continued into 1952 and Prime 

Minister Menzies told the Queensland premier; “it is not possible” to station “a helicopter at 

Townsville for flood rescue operations”.27 The Commonwealth suggested an aeroplane in 

Brisbane could be available for mercy flights to north Queensland. These responses increased 

feelings of northern neglect. The TDB regarded the federal government’s alternative proposal 

as entirely unsatisfactory, pointing out that on a direct line of flight; Brisbane was closer to 

Melbourne than it was to Cairns.28   

 
20 “NQLGA meeting 5 October 1951: Minutes” NQLGA Records, JCUSC. 
21 For example: "Need for Helicopter Ambulance," BI, 4 August 1950, 2. 
22 "Helicopter Specialises in the Sky's Odd Jobs," Age, 12 July 1951. 
23 "Life in Cape York Peninsula," Age, 18 December 1954, 13. 
24 Evidence contained throughout NQLGA meeting documents between 1950 and 1957. 
25 "NQLGA meeting 1 June 1951: Minutes", NQLGA Records, JCUSC. 
26 "No Helicopter for the North," NM, 15 December 1951, 1. 
27 "No Chance of a Helicopter Being Stationed in North," EA, 29 October 1952, 2. 
28 Editorial, "The TDB," TDB, 6 October 1951, 2. 
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The Commonwealth’s allocation of rotary airframes to major cities may have been a 

pragmatic and efficient use of resources. Yet the NQLGA continued to press the issue. There 

were few helicopters in Australia at the time and the three Sikorsky helicopters were for 

military purposes, not medical services. In 1952, McMahon told the NQLGA that if an 

RAAF helicopter was transferred to Townsville for a temporary stint as an aerial ambulance, 

as suggested by the NQLGA, the “Defence Service Programme commitments could not be 

met”.29 Moreover, members of the Queensland Ambulance Transport Brigade (QTAB) had 

already determined in late 1951 that the Sikorsky was unsuitable for use as aerial ambulance. 

QTAB doubted the helicopter’s reliability in north Queensland’s climate.30 Nevertheless, the 

Wangaratta Shire (located near Bowen) continued to push the issue at NQLGA meetings. 

From 1953, the NQLGA investigated various helicopter models and considered the potential 

for local authorities to co-purchase one for regional use.31 During the following year, 

members of the QTAB in Cairns argued that a helicopter would have only limited use in the 

Cairns and Cape York districts.32 Despite being a dead end, the issue remained on the 

NQLGA’s agenda until as late as 1957 when, once more, the prime minister intervened. 

Menzies quashed the Queensland premier’s suggestion that the Commonwealth commit a 

Royal Australian Navy or RAAF helicopter to north Queensland.33  

The persistence and repetition of the helicopter issue paralleled disputes over road funding. 

The NQLGA lobbied state and federal authorities for improvements to the northern sections 

of the coastal highway between Brisbane and Cooktown. The highway linked north 

Queensland to the nation and modern bitumen roads were important for trade, tourism, and 

encouraging new industries. In the 1940s, local governments had successfully lobbied state 

authorities to seal a few major roads with bitumen, including areas between Townsville and 

Ingham, and throughout the tablelands south-west of Cairns.34 The destructive forces of the 

wet season eroded much of the work and ongoing maintenance required a labour force, plant 

machinery, and materials for base and bitumen. Struggling to maintain the newly sealed 

roads, state authorities were unable to keep pace with the demands of local governments. In 

 
29 "NQLGA meeting 6 February 1953: Minutes", NQLGA Records, JCUSC. 
30 "Helicopter for Aerial Ambulance in North Queensland," CP, 17 November 1951, 1. 
31 "New Helicopter Proposal," TDB, 27 May 1953, 2. 
32 "Little Use for 'Copter," DM, 5 February 1954, 16. 
33 "NQLGA meeting 1 February 1957: Minutes", NQLGA Records, JCUSC. 
34 "Northern Highway – Seal-Coating Approved," CP, 23 July 1948, 5; "Important Highway Work – Ravenshoe 
to Atherton," CP, 20 September 1946, 1. 
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the 1950s, the North Queensland Register attacked the state government for neglecting the 

regional roads:  

Travellers from the South in recent weeks have complained bitterly of the condition of 

the road between Proserpine and Bowen; the low level traffic bridge, which spans the 

Burdekin between Ayr and Home Hill and which has been more submerged than 

otherwise for the expired portion of this calendar year; the bad state of the road from 

Giru to Woodstock; the nightmare stretch in the vicinity of Coolbie, on the Ingham-

Townsville “highway”; the impassability at times of the Ripple Creek-Cardwell Range 

portion and the boggy nature in wet weather of the Bellenden Plains section. If anyone 

were to ask why such a state of affairs exists, the answer is ever ready and as replete with 

truth as it may be unpalatable to the [State] Government - unjust allocation of funds for 

roads.35 

Forced to find solutions, local governments sought collective action through the NQLGA. 

They wrestled with the challenges of sourcing funds, labour, and equipment to bury dirt 

tracks in bitumen or concrete, while raising hundreds of bridges beyond the reach of wet 

season floodwater. Local solutions usually depended on state and federal government money, 

but both levels of government often contested responsibility for funding roads in north 

Queensland and sought to lay responsibility at the door of the other. These contests often 

included partisan or personal political attacks, obscuring northern interests, and further 

delaying development of roads and other projects. 

This point can be illustrated by Queensland Labor Premier Vince Gair’s exchanges with the 

federal coalition government. Gair regularly criticised the Commonwealth for failing to fund 

roads and other northern development projects, arguing that Menzies failed to fulfil election 

promises to support northern development.36 Menzies was not his only target. Gair also 

attacked the Deputy Prime Minister and Treasurer, Arthur Fadden, labelling the former 

Townsville City councillor an “ex-Queenslander” and a man of “procrastination and shifty 

evasion” on northern development.37 Fadden deflected the criticism, insinuating that the 

 
35 Editorial, "North Queensland Roads Lack Proper Share of State Funds," TDB, 19 May 1954, 2. 
36 Vince Gair was premier of Queensland between 1952 and 1957. He was an ALP member before the party 
split in 1957. Gair served as premier from April to August 1957 as a member of the Queensland Labor Party. 
For examples of his criticism of the federal government, see: Broadcast by Premier Vince Gair on Radio Station 
4KQ, 12 September 1954, QSA, Item ID540577; Jack Schemella, "The Labor Viewpoint - North Queensland 
Development," CM, 7 October 1954, 19. 
37 Honourable VC Gair, Premier of Queensland, “The Forgotten North – Premier Gair Exposes Canberra’s 
Neglect”, 22 September 1954, QSA, Item ID540577. 
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Queensland government was incapable of developing the north. He called for Separation and 

the creation of a new northern state: “self-government to the people of North Queensland 

would release new energies to allow the modern approach to the problem”.38 The NQLGA 

saw itself as an energised body ready trying to develop the north and sidelined Fadden’s 

separatism. Despite diplomacy and patience, the NQLGA could not break through the 

unwillingness of state and federal governments to fund certain roads in the north.  

One piece of infrastructure exemplified the many frustrations of northern councils: the road 

between the Cook and Douglas Shires. The section was a trail of mud through the Daintree 

Rainforest near the present-day Bloomfield River track. The 50-kilometre coastal track 

connected communities north and south of the Daintree River in the Cook Shire. The Cook 

Shire Council administered huge areas in Queensland’s far north, including most of Cape 

York Peninsula, and a modicum of unreliable dirt tracks and the absence of a rail line 

exacerbated isolation.39 Alternatives to road transport (sea and air) were expensive and 

difficult to arrange—brought home forcefully by two failed attempts to hold NQLGA 

meetings in Cooktown, in 1948 and 1950. After cancelling the Cooktown conferences, the 

NQLGA lobbied state and federal governments to connect the settlement to better 

infrastructure. The Association argued that it was a disgrace to the nation that such a 

significant location in Australia’s early history remained so isolated in the 1950s (a reference 

to Captain James Cook and the crew of the Endeavour’s forced stay on the banks of what was 

subsequently named the Endeavour River in 1770). 

As the 1950s progressed, the NQLGA continuously lobbied the Queensland Main Roads 

department on Cook Shire’s behalf.40 Correspondence between the NQLGA and various state 

and federal government departments on the matter continued throughout the decade, yet the 

road remained undeveloped.41 In 1955, NQLGA President Peter Delamothe argued that: 

The limiting factor in the steady and major progress [of northern development] is still 

unsatisfactory transport – in particular road and sea communication. Though it has been 

stated that the Bruce Highway will be completed to an all-weather state within 2-3 years 

 
38 "Fadden Urges New State in Q'land," Daily Telegraph, 11 September 1954, 9. 
39 "Frustrated Hopes on Daintree - North's Enigma," CM, 30 June 1952, 5. 
40 Correspondence with the Queensland Government’s Main Roads Commission on the matter is evident, see:  
"NQLGA meeting, 3 December 1948: Agenda", NQLGA Records, JCUSC. 
41 "NQLGA meeting 4 October 1951: Minutes", Ibid; “NQLGA meeting 4 October 1951: Minutes”, Ibid; 
Newspaper Clipping, “Two Council Delegation on Highway to Cooktown,” NQR, 1957, in QSA, Item ID 
2279749. 
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those of you who have any occasion to travel the coastal road cannot be blamed for 

treating that statement with reserve. [The] Agenda of every meeting of this association 

always contains many items calling for main road construction and it is clear that the 

only way to expedite the construction of the Bruce and other highways is for this 

association and its constituent local authorities to continue to press for the early 

completion of the major missing links.42 

Eventually, the inland route linking Cooktown to Mareeba, thence onwards to Cairns and the 

rest of Queensland, was sealed with bitumen in 2006, while the coastal Bloomfield Track 

remains largely unsealed.43  

Moderate success with other initiatives partially offset the disappointments associated with 

road and aerial ambulance schemes. In the 1950s, the NQLGA contributed to health, 

education, and social and environmental initiatives, in addition to road, railway, and marine 

port improvements. Health initiatives included persuading the Queensland government to 

deploy mobile x-ray units and expand tuberculosis testing.44 Social initiatives sought to 

expand services for the aged and increase state housing in the region’s urban centres for 

Indigenous people moving from rural districts.45 The NQLGA improved the state and federal 

government’s Milk for School Children program by persistently addressing issues of supply, 

equipment, and distribution to rural and remote schools.46 The Association also lobbied the 

Queensland and Australian governments to support big projects like the Burdekin River 

irrigation proposal and the Tully Falls hydroelectricity scheme, which helped to increase the 

nation’s awareness of the north’s natural resources. 

Telling the north’s story 

Touting the north’s potential was a priority for a region desperately seeking a larger slice of 

the nation’s future. As Delamothe argued in 1954, “whether it is stock routes or tourists, main 

roads or passenger ships, the Burdekin Bridge or quicker freight trains, it is clear all northern 

local authorities are at grips with the secret that will really unlock North Queensland – ease of 

 
42 “NQLGA meeting 3 June 1955: President’s Annual Report”, NQLGA Records, JCUSC. 
43 Examples of the NQLGA’s lobbying on the Cooktown road can be found in meeting resolutions and 
communications between the NQLGA and relevant ministers: “NQLGA meeting 4 February 1955: Minutes”, 
NQLGA records, JCUSC; “NQLGA meeting 1 February 1957: Minutes”, Ibid. 
44 "More Funds Needed in Rain Belt Areas," NQR, 6 June 1953, 6. 
45 "NQLGA meeting 5 January 1950: Minutes"; “NQLGA meeting 24 June 1949: Minutes”; “NQLGA meeting 
3 June 1955: Minutes”, NQLGA Records, JCUSC. 
46 For example, see: Minutes”; “NQLGA meeting 1 February 1957: Minutes”, Ibid; "No Milk Supply in 50 
North Schools," NQR, 8 June 1957, 5. 
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communications”.47 That meant modernising transport and telecommunications 

infrastructure, but it also meant telling the north’s story. To men such as Delamothe and 

Atherton Shire Chairman, George Turner, the expansion of settler colonialism into north 

Queensland was a great triumph. Many NQLGA members placed great value on the 

pioneering history of the north, a story at the time not often told. In some respects, NQLGA 

leaders saw themselves like previous generations, forging the development of a wilderness 

not yet “tamed” by European settlers. The vast open country signalled unexploited resources 

and invited estimations of space for many more people and industries. Men like Delamothe, 

Turner, and Hopkins imagined that a compelling history of northern pioneering could help to 

illuminate the national dimensions of northern development.  

In 1957, the NQLGA commissioned newly appointed ANU research fellow Geoffrey Bolton 

to write a history of north.48 The book became the first large-scale history of north 

Queensland and commissioning the work was a bold step. This was not a crude marketing 

exercise, nor was it expected to lead to glossy local council tourist brochures. Bolton began 

the research for the book in the latter half of 1958 after he had returned from Oxford 

University following the submission of his PhD thesis. He attended the NQLGA’s 1959 

annual meeting and outlined plans for his research, which included exploring the region’s 

social and cultural development following colonisation.49 

Bolton’s work focused on the impact of three primary industries: sugar, mining, and 

pastoralism. He articulated the idea that capitalism stimulated north Queensland’s rapid 

industrial development in the late nineteenth century. The structure and arguments of 

Bolton’s book suggest that he conceived northern development as an exercise in industrial 

expansion driven by free European settlers. Yet, Bolton did not ignore the role of cheap (and 

often indentured) labour in helping to exploit north Queensland’s natural resources and 

replace native rainforests with lucrative exportable crops like sugar. Bolton depicted north 

Queensland as a blueprint for development in the tropics. His assessment of how the region 

became a success story was similar in its essence to that of men like Harry Hopkins, who led 

the NQLGA’s northern development lobbying group—the People the North Committee—in 

the 1960s. People the North lobbied for rapid population growth, believing that people would 

 
47 “NQLGA meeting 4 June 1954: President’s Annual Report” NQLGA records, JCUSC; "Communications 
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48 "New Book Bridges Gap in Northern History," NQR, 5 October 1963, 16. 
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Chapter Three: Searching for National Relevance        75 

   

inject fresh ideas and new capital to help finish the job of northern development begun in the 

period examined by Bolton’s book. 

The choice of historian and parameters of the work demonstrated the NQLGA’s 

sophistication. Following advice from historian Keith Hancock, the NQLGA looked past 

locally popular northern writers such as Glenville Pike and chose an ANU research fellow to 

write an objective history of north Queensland.50 The Association had resisted imposing a 

parochial political agenda on the work and its only requirement was that the geographic focus 

of the book should reflect the municipalities that funded the project. In the 1990s, a James 

Cook University oral history project interviewed Hopkins, who reflected: “the NQLGA had 

discovered in the late fifties that they could get together [and] produce some things for the 

north… they got all the councils involved to contribute to a book that was published and it 

was a great success”.51 The book was a success—going through at least three impressions—

but it was the self-discovery by councils referred to by Hopkins that is most significant to the 

People the North story. By the late 1950s, the NQLGA was well organised and confident. 

When changes in Queensland and Australian politics began to favour the possibility of a 

boom in northern development, Hopkins challenged the NQLGA to seize the initiative, just 

as it had with post-war reconstruction during the 1940s. 

Rising fortunes 

Hopkins became president during a period of change in both Queensland and Australian 

politics. The first two years of his presidency coincided with state (1957) and federal (1958) 

elections and an increased national awareness of the potential for a massive expansion of 

mining in north Queensland. Both elections and the newfound appreciation of the potential of 

northern resources unfolded in the shadow of endemic division within the Labor Party, which 

had begun to fall apart from 1955, weakening both the federal opposition and contributing to 

a change of government in Queensland. These events invigorated the aspirations of local 

governments, the business community, and other civic leaders in north Queensland, who 

foresaw the potential for booming northern development. The Commonwealth made few 

major policy changes and northern leaders were again disappointed. In many respects, the 
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rising hopes and ensuing disappointment of the late 1950s helps to explain the rise of the 

People the North campaign in 1961.  

The 1957 Queensland election installed the state’s first conservative government since 

1932.52 While Labor had governed Queensland for 39 of the past 42 years, they had rarely 

worked alongside a federal Labor government for lengthy periods except during the 1940s. 

The alignment of non-Labor governments at both state and federal level in the 1957 signalled 

potential for greater cooperation on northern development. At the very least, Menzies was 

happy to see the election of a more friendly government in Queensland led by Country Party 

Premier, Frank Nicklin.53  

Much of the new Queensland government’s rhetoric focused on development and Nicklin 

promised a different approach to Labor governments.54 He told reporters that “we hope to 

induce a new era of progress and expansion" by stimulating private investment.55 Nicklin’s 

Country-Liberal coalition advanced a “5-year development plan” for Queensland, which 

focused on natural resources in central and northern regions. The potential for a massive 

increase in mining following the discovery of large and diverse minerals deposits near Mount 

Isa had influenced the plan. Menzies told Nicklin the resources could “open up a new era of 

development, not only for one Company, but for the whole of the North”.56  

The Commonwealth had discovered a new enthusiasm for northern development and loaned 

the Queensland government £20m to upgrade the 800km railway line between Mount Isa and 

Townsville. Historian Lyndon Megarrity described the loan as a “rare symbolic gesture”, 

which broke with the prime minister’s normally cautious approach to funding infrastructure 

in northern Australia.57 To Harry Hopkins and the NQLGA, it was a sign that northern 

development was about to boom.58 The Queensland premier was equally optimistic, 

describing the railway scheme as the “highlight of the State’s centenary year”.59 He talked up 

the national benefits of northern development and asserted that while Queensland’s natural 

resources could deliver rewards for the whole of the Commonwealth, there remained 
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challenges. In 1959, Nicklin wrote “the greatest needs of Queensland at present are finance 

and population”, but he was confident the state could attract both.60 Aside from marketing the 

state to migrants and capitalists, other aspects of the Queensland coalition’s development 

plan in the late 1950s expanded upon existing public-private initiatives. One of these 

initiatives was the fledgling government-industry cooperation formed between the 

Queensland Labor government (before its defeat in 1957) and Comalco, which mined 

Australia’s largest bauxite deposits in Cape York.61 

Along with newly discovered minerals in Queensland’s north-west, large bauxite deposits in 

Cape York Peninsula prompted enthusiasm for northern development. Queensland Country 

Party MLA for Tablelands, Tom Gilmour, told state parliament that Australians had a “moral 

responsibility” to develop the north, especially Cape York.62 Southern newspapers promoted 

the significance of mineral finds.63 The Sydney Morning Herald predicted an anticipated 

mining boom would drive northern development, while Melbourne’s Age reminded readers 

that it was “now a matter of urgency” to meet the challenge of northern development and “to 

make full use of the [region’s] natural resources”.64  In 1958, Menzies chimed in, claiming 

“Australia’s whole character over the next 50 years would depend on northern 

development”.65 Despite the rhetoric, the 1958 federal election contained few major 

references to northern development.66 

The lack of new policy commitments was predictable, yet requires explanation. On the one 

hand, the federal coalition did not feel threatened by an opposition weakened by internal 

division and the splitting of the Labor party. On the other, the prime minister was pragmatic 

about funding expensive northern development projects—continuing to assess individual 

projects on merit and view broader northern development goals as the preserve of state 

governments and private capital. During a three-month long federal election campaign in 

1958, Menzies defended his government’s development policies and foreshadowed expanded 
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public assistance to the mining industry.67 Despite the pragmatism, the prime minister 

contributed to the hopes of northern development boosters by claiming that new mining 

projects “showed [that] Australia was entering upon a dramatic phase of development”.68  

Northern boosters latched onto the prospect of a mining boom. Harold Raggatt, a senior 

public servant in the federal Department of National Development, suggested in 1958 that 

Australian mining’s centre of gravity had shifted from temperate to tropical zones. He 

referred to the “spectacular discoveries” of silver, lead-zinc, and copper at Mount Isa and 

bauxite at Cape York as having worldwide significance.69 Raggatt’s 1968 book Mountains of 

Ore detailed the 1960s mining boom across all of northern Australia, including in the 

continent’s north-west.70 The expansion of mining in north Queensland during the mid to late 

1950s had precipitated much of the 1960s boom.71 Amid the growth of northern mining, 

NQLGA leaders were convinced a new era of discovery and development was underway. 

With the right messages, their region could attract a wave of investors and pioneers 

committed to unlocking northern potential. When Harry Hopkins began his second year as 

NQLGA president, Queensland’s natural resources had invigorated national and international 

interest in northern development. 

The prime minister visited Townsville just days before the 1958 federal election and 

reinforced the prospect of a mining and development boom in north Queensland. Menzies 

spoke about the region’s “big future” at an event designed to boost support for the 

conservative candidate for the federal division of Herbert (a seat based on greater 

Townsville). The prime minister referred to the region’s natural resources and claimed “the 

great potential of Australia today lay in areas north of the Tropic of Capricorn”.72 Three days 

later, the conservative candidate for Herbert, John Murray, defeated the Labor incumbent, 

Bill Edmonds, and a non-Labor federal politician occupied the seat of Herbert for the first 

time since the 1920s. The anti-Labor shift in north Queensland, evident at the local level at 

the beginning of the decade, had now reached federal politics. Murray’s win further enhanced 

expectations of a new era of development and it was a victory for both the Liberal and 

Country Parties in Townsville. Murray had run under the joint banner of the “Liberal-Country 
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Party Coordination Organisation” and while Murray was vice-president of the Country Party 

branch in Herbert, he chose to sit on the Liberal Party benches in federal parliament.73 For the 

first time since Menzies had become prime minister in 1949, north Queensland’s largest city 

now had a federal member in government, not opposition. Harry Hopkins and the NQLGA 

sensed that the national mood on northern development had shifted in their favour. 

A bigger role for local government 

In 1958, Hopkins looked to reinvigorate the role of councils in northern development. He told 

NQLGA colleagues “the quickening development of the North is something of which we 

should all be proud”.74 On the cusp of a new era, Hopkins pressed local authorities to compel 

state and federal authorities to heed regional concerns. He urged colleagues to continue their 

“constructive debates” and “well considered representations” on matters of mutual 

importance.75 Indeed, the period between 1958 and 1961 was a time of productive co-

operation, success, and organisational expansion for the NQLGA.  

One area of mutual concern for local governments was community resilience. Shared 

experiences of natural disasters—flooding, cyclones, and other effects of the monsoon— 

often stunted the growth and progress of north Queensland’s communities. The loss of life, 

property destruction, and ongoing suffering, which followed three severe tropical cyclones in 

the 1950s, stimulated the NQLGA to pursue changes to weather warning systems and disaster 

and flood insurance schemes.76 The 1958 Bowen cyclone, unnamed because of the lack of 

official tracking and warning, rallied responses from across the region from hundreds of 

volunteers and construction and repair crews.77 The damage led to a national review of 

cyclone warnings issued by the federal Bureau of Meteorology.78 One of Delamothe’s final 

contributions to the NQLGA was a harrowing report on the effects of the destructive tropical 

storm and its aftermath in Bowen.79 The NQLGA executive welcomed a report animated by 

themes familiar to many long-time north Queensland residents. Delamothe’s findings guided 
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further representations made by the Association to state and federal authorities on 

preparations for high-risk weather season, and disaster response and management.80 In the 

early 1960s, the federal government committed to fund new radars in north Queensland.81 In 

1963, the Commonwealth installed a modern weather radar at Cairns and integrated into a 

grid of interlocking radar systems covering the continent’s east coast, from Port Moresby to 

Melbourne. The federal government installed another radar on Willis Island, on the Great 

Barrier Reef, and together these radars fed information to the cyclone-warning centre in 

Brisbane.82 

From the late 1950s, the NQLGA began to expand. Local governments in the Mackay region 

had historically participated in the Mackay Regional Local Authorities Association—

established by councillors in December 1944 along similar lines to the NQLGA.83 By 1957, 

the Mackay Association had ceased to exist and the area’s local governments embraced the 

NQLGA.84 As president, Hopkins welcomed new members and encouraged further expansion 

of NQLGA territory. A larger Association could increase the impact of regional lobbying and 

in 1959; Hopkins announced that Mackay’s Pioneer Shire had joined the NQLGA. The 

organisation’s long-standing efforts to embrace local governments south of Proserpine “had 

at last borne fruit”.85 Hopkins expected other councils from the Mackay region to follow 

Pioneer’s lead, whose inclusion brought the number of member councils up to around twenty. 

With representatives from north Queensland’s three largest cities around the table, the 

NQLGA was stronger than ever before. 

The NQLGA meeting in mid-1960 at Mossman saw the official endorsement of the Mackay 

City Council and Sarina Shire as members of the NQLGA.86 The Association’s president, 

Harry Hopkins, delivered one of his most optimistic annual reports, detailing several 

infrastructure and policy developments. Townsville featured prominently in the report, and a 

pioneering theme was evident as Hopkins described north Queensland as a “young and vast 

country” full of development potential. The North Queensland Register reported the NQLGA 
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as an optimistic and unified organisation poised to capitalise on greater national interest in 

northern development.87  

Dissent against the NQLGA was rare among northern councils although the Ayr Shire 

remained the major exception. Ayr Shire had seceded from the NQLGA in 1956 after its 

councillors argued that its district had not received fair attention. The inability of NQLGA 

leaders to secure state and federal government support for developing the Burdekin River 

damming and irrigation schemes was a likely motive for Ayr’s grievance. Despite repeated 

attempts at reconciliation by Hopkins and others, Ayr refused to re-join the NQLGA. In 

October 1960, most of the region’s local government representatives passed through Ayr, 

crossed over the Burdekin River high-level bridge, and attended the first NQLGA meeting 

hosted by an authority from Mackay. Nineteen local governments met and discussed northern 

development in Eimeo and together they welcomed the Mirani Shire, another new member 

from the Mackay hinterland. With Mirani on board, the official membership of the NQLGA 

exceeded twenty local councils. In terms of the greater Mackay region, only the Nebo Shire, 

which sent an observer to Eimeo, remained outside the NQLGA.  

The strengthening connections between Mackay, Townsville, and Cairns reflected local 

regional assessments of common interest, which in some respects, went against the state 

government’s definition of Queensland regions. By linking up with the NQLGA movement, 

Mackay councils had signalled that their future lay with northern rather than central 

Queensland districts. The move mattered because regional distinctions influenced the 

delivery of services, budgets, and future planning by state government departments in the 

nation’s most decentralised state.88 At the time Mackay councils were joining the NQLGA in 

1960, it was largely up to the discretion of different state government departments to define 

regions; some treated the Mackay district as if it were part of central Queensland, while 

others included it in the north.89 While regional distinctions changed alongside the shifting 

priorities of Queensland governments, some Mackay councils felt disadvantaged by their 

connection to central districts.90 When looking north, Mackay councils saw an empowered 

polity driving development outcomes across a region, which faced familiar challenges. A 

 
87 "Regret over Ayr Decision to Stay Outside N.Q.L.G.A.," NQR, 4 June 1960, 1. 
88 C. P. Harris, Decentralisation: Meaning, Policy Justifications and Changes in Queensland 1933 to 1981 
(Townsville: JCU of North Queensland. Dept. of Economics, 1983). 
89 Editorial, "Mackay Alignment with the Northland Issue Calling for Immediate Decision," TDB, 31 October 
1960, 2; Harris, Local Government and Regionalism in Queensland, 1859 to 1977, 183-197. 
90 Harris, Local Government and Regionalism in Queensland, 1859 to 1977, 186. 



Chapter Three: Searching for National Relevance        82 

   

Townsville Daily Bulletin editorial regarded the “manner in which local authorities in the 

Mackay district [were] flocking to the banner of the North Queensland Local Authorities 

Association” as “proof” of a local desire to divorce from central Queensland and join a 

stronger movement in the north.91 That view was backed by Mackay Harbour Board member, 

RL Harrup, who appealed to the state government to link his city with the north saying 

“Mackay and northern centres have common interests with sugar and other ideas”.92 Those 

other ideas related to the shared historic themes of distance and isolation, and the many 

challenges associated with attracting support from distant state and federal governments.  

At the first Association meeting in the Mackay district, its leaders were reminded that 

membership of the NQLGA would not necessarily deliver instant solutions to historic 

administrative and political grievances. In welcoming Mirani’s delegate and the Nebo 

observer in October 1960, Hopkins defined the Association’s approach as one “to support 

local authorities after they had tried to secure satisfaction [through their own channels] but 

failed”.93 Hopkins added that “it was a case of forwarding an appeal to the [state and federal] 

authorities [and] it was not a custom to repeat requests, but to seek a new method or 

approach”.94 Hopkins had framed the NQLGA as an appellate body rather than a direct or 

primary one—meaning that local councils were at first encouraged to approach state or 

federal authorities for resolution and, if unsuccessful, appeal to the NQLGA for further 

assistance. More tellingly, Hopkins signalled that the NQLGA was there to innovate and help 

local governments exploit the growing interest in northern development. By the end of 1960, 

it was clear that a recent surging interest in the north had not altered national policy. The 

growth of cities like Townsville in the 1950s had not come from a national program of 

northern development but had generally reflected broader trends in urbanisation. The lack of 

national policy invited northern leaders to imagine greater possibilities. 

The strength of interest in northern development led to the emergence of rivals to the 

NQLGA. The booming optimism around northern development had inspired other regional 

initiatives such as the Development Advisory Committee (DAC) in Townsville, which 

included representatives from unions, chambers of commerce, and regional harbour and 

electricity boards. In 1959, the DAC identified seven priorities for north Queensland’s 
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development and proposed a comprehensive survey of agricultural, industrial, and mining 

potential.95 DAC’s proposal reflected broad hopes the region had the capacity to sustain 

further development, of all kinds, and more people: DAC considered north Queensland to be 

a land of near limitless opportunity. National newspaper articles, which emphasised the 

lifestyle advantages of residing in north Queensland—as opposed to the difficulties of toiling 

in the heat and isolation of the tropics—tended to reinforce DAC’s view of limitless 

potential.96 The post-war efforts of local authorities, business operators and the Queensland 

government to rebuild and expand north Queensland’s tourism industry had helped to break 

down popular assumptions about the tropics.97 The superior lifestyle claim represented a 

shifting perspective on the tropical environment of northern Australia. From 1962, the People 

the North campaign adopted the claim the tropics could provide a superior lifestyle as a 

means to attract migrants from southern states. Back in 1959, with new initiatives, such as the 

DAC, and broad optimism circulating the politics of northern development, Hopkins sensed 

that the NQLGA needed new challenges to reassert its role as regional leader. In his final two 

presidential reports for the decade, he encouraged NQLGA delegates to reflect upon the 

growth of the Association and its achievements since the 1940s. 

The need for new challenges at the dawn of the 1960s  

Toward the end of the 1950s, Hopkins correctly observed that since forming in the shadow of 

war, the NQLGA had successfully modernised parts of the region’s infrastructure. Persistent 

lobbying had contributed to projects such as the Tully Falls hydroelectricity scheme, the 

Tinaroo Dam, cement, copper and steel works, better ports, roads and aerodromes, and the 

Burdekin Bridge, which reduced isolation of northern communities during the wet season. 

After the steady and capable leadership of Peter Delamothe, the Association had the capacity 

to take on new challenges in transport and telecommunications infrastructure, housing, 

health, and social services.  

There was a new sense at the NQLGA that the momentum had shifted in favour of 

overcoming these challenges. Optimism flowed from the political and economic climate of 

the late 1950s—a new Queensland government, the discovery of minerals in the state’s north, 
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and enthusiasm from the premier and prime minister. The optimism caused Delamothe’s 

ambitious successor, Harry Hopkins, to declare the beginning of a new era: 

There was once a time when local government in North Queensland had to talk 

about the “neglected north”, however, the fabulous mineral discoveries – uranium 

at Mary Kathleen, bauxite at Weipa and copper at Mt Isa – changed all that and 

advertised North Queensland and its potentialities to the world in a spectacular 

manner. In fact the north had become… one of the glamour development areas of 

the Commonwealth.98 

There were two audacious claims by Hopkins. The first, the declaration that northern neglect 

had ended, would later prove premature. As we shall see, the NQLGA’s People the North 

campaign was, in part, an assertive response to ongoing northern neglect, as perceived by 

Hopkins and many others both within and outside the NQLGA, including chambers of 

commerce and harbour boards and port authorities. The other audacious claim centred on the 

notion that the discovery of minerals near Mount Isa would benefit all areas represented by 

the NQLGA. Mount Isa was a long way inland from Cairns and Townsville and local 

authorities in western Queensland were not members of the NQLGA, which tended to operate 

east of the Great Dividing Range.99 Yet Hopkins was from Townsville, which stood to benefit 

as enhanced railways brought minerals to the city’s port from western Queensland.100 More 

broadly, Hopkins recognised the potential of tying the NQLGA to a larger definition of the 

north, which included Queensland’s west and maybe more. Northern mineral deposits could 

attract large foreign companies and international capital.101 If national political interest in 

northern Australia could be revitalised during the 1960s, the possibilities for a new era in 

northern development were extensive.
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Figure 2: “The Doc”. 
The Bowen Shire Council dedicated a mural to Peter Delamothe. Painted on the side of one of Bowen’s civic buildings, the mural lists some of Delamothe’s 
titles and achievements. Source: Photograph by Patrick White, 2 October 2021.
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Chapter Four: From “Working the Provincial Pump” to Campaigning the 

Nation 

At the beginning of the 1960s, national attention had turned north and the NQLGA had 

expanded just in time to meet it. Modern technology and exploration had increasingly broken 

down the physical, financial, and logistical barriers to reveal more of the north’s natural 

environment. Searches for oil and other resources throughout the 1950s utilised new 

technology and governments and entrepreneurs had a better understanding of the possibilities 

and limitations of northern lands. New appraisals of the tropical frontier inspired optimism—

as Melbourne’s Age declared in 1959, some of “this new optimism [was] backed by 13 years 

of survey, research and experiment” conducted by the Commonwealth Scientific and 

Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO).1 The mineral potential in Western Australia and 

Queensland and trials of agricultural crops in the Northern Territory had aroused domestic 

and international interest.2 While wealthy individuals and companies noticed new 

opportunities for investment, public officials hoped that some of the benefits of private 

investment would flow south into the national treasury. Many development enthusiasts had 

imagined that exploitation of northern resources could enrich the nation. The discovery of 

minerals helped to reinforce these ideas and notions of national economic benefit began to 

supersede other historic reasons for northern development.  

The potential to develop new commodities propelled the emergence of a national economic 

benefit rationale for northern development. Queensland drew most of the attention and had 

the biggest impact on the politics of northern development. Indeed, remote locations around 

Cape York and Mount Isa had assumed international economic significance by the late 

1950s.3 The size and variety of the minerals helped to stimulate a positive long-term outlook. 

Moving out of its centenary year into the 1960s, times had never been materially better for 

many of Queensland’s residents—the state was on the edge of enormous economic growth 
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and modernisation.4 The optimism spread to other industries like agriculture and tourism, and 

major newspapers published positive stories about Queensland’s irrigation potential and the 

tourism appeal of the sunny climate, tropical islands, and the Great Barrier Reef.5 Even a long 

established industry such as pearling and an emergent industry like aquaculture appeared to 

be on the brink of bigger things, with renewed interest from Japanese investors.6 According 

to Queensland’s Country Party government, which had secured a second term in office at the 

1960 election, Queensland was “going places”.7 In southern media, Queensland leaders 

pushed the ideas of a superior lifestyle and the themes of unlimited development and growth 

potential.8  

North Queensland’s local politicians and business leaders moved to capitalise on the publicity 

and optimism. By embracing public relations and modern marketing techniques, northern 

leaders promoted their region as the next frontier for post-war capitalist expansion. Modern 

technology and scientific analysis were finally helping to transform northern Australia from 

an inaccessible problem area to an open and exploitable national resource.9 Yet there 

remained many challenges to long-term northern development—the flurry of recent interest 

had not prompted a national plan or major policy commitments.  

At the turn of the 1960s, planning was a major theme among councils and chambers of 

commerce groups in north Queensland. Business and local government leaders were coming 

to understand the fragility of the gains made in the north and feared that opportunities would 

be lost without plans or policies. Periodically high levels of national interest in northern 

development since 1901 had generally declined after a few years. Moreover, the nation had 

remained secure and the economy had performed well during the previous decade—without a 

program of northern development. While new knowledge of the environment and a few 

lucrative mining projects energised regional hopes of a national reorientation to the north, the 

federal government did not formulate an ambitious northern policy. In 1960, the political and 

financial barriers to development at the northern fringe lingered—people, finance, and a 

national plan were not forthcoming. In response, northern leaders increasingly focused their 
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attention on the national government, with one major report telling the Queensland premier in 

1960 that: “if we are to attract capital, then potential investors must know the government’s 

plan. The people of north Queensland would like to join with the state government in a 

presentation to the federal government in pressing the need for planned development”.10 

NQLGA leaders, and other prominent regional figures from the business community, sensed 

that a hybrid concept involving the Queensland and WA state governments, the 

Commonwealth, and experts from numerous fields could finally deliver the nation its tropical 

bonanza. 

This chapter focuses on how the NQLGA gradually committed to converting increased 

national interest into northern development commitments. The NQLGA was a larger and 

potentially stronger organisation capable of exerting regional influence over national 

priorities, but it was slow to innovate, and other regional organisations initially took the lead. 

The analysis places Townsville at the centre of an emerging regional power base, which 

included an assertive and well-organised commercial lobby. Townsville’s politicians and 

business elites increasingly shaped north Queensland’s contribution to national debates about 

northern development. The city’s growth and influence meant that northern development was 

more than just a consideration for the rural fringe, but a major concern for a growing urban 

population in the Australian tropics. Business interests played a vital role and the actions of 

chambers of commerce helped to set the conditions for a radical change of direction by the 

North Queensland Local Government Association. 

A metropolis in short sleeves 

The NQLGA began the 1960s in a position of strength. News media regarded them as “a 

worthy watchdog of the needs of Queensland’s north”.11 Since the end of the Second World 

War, the NQLGA had cultivated a reputation for inclusive and dependable authority.12 The 

Association’s persistence in pushing regional needs over those of individual shires or towns 

was a key ingredient of its longevity. As described by one Townsville Daily Bulletin editorial 

in 1960—the NQLGA had “not laboured on the parish pump but [had] worked the provincial 

 
10 FCCNQ, Master Plan, Presented to the Queensland Premier in October 1960, QSA, Item ID540577. 
11 Editorial, "Mackay District Interest in N.Q.L.A.A. Indicates Solidarity of the North," NQR, 28 May 1960, 3. 
12 Inclusive in the sense that the NQLGA embraced a variety of urban and regional communities and remained 
relatively non-partisan. In 1960, the NQLGA was still entirely composed of non-Indigenous men. The lack of 
Indigenous Australians in local councils reflected Queensland state politics. In 1974, Eric Deeral, from 
Hopevale just north of Cooktown, was the first Indigenous Australian elected to the Queensland Parliament: 
Eric Deeral, Lest We Forget: Home at Last (Hope Vale, Queensland U6 - Book: Eric Deeral, 1999). 
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pump tellingly”.13 The province over parish approach attracted new members and connected 

municipal leaders from Mackay, Cairns, and Townsville in a frequent, formal setting for the 

first time since the 1890s. Local leaders from the north’s three largest cities had the means to 

coordinate development schemes and maximise the outcome of regional lobbying efforts. 

Townsville sat at the centre of an increasingly confident region and civic leaders such as 

Harry Hopkins encouraged local governments to become more ambitious. Elected to the 

presidency for a fourth consecutive year in 1960, Hopkins led the NQLGA into a decade of 

immense political change in Australia.14 While popular among colleagues, the prominence of 

Hopkins reflected the growing influence of Townsville on regional politics. At the turn of the 

new decade, Townsville was more visible within the region and had become the place most 

like the cities and major regional hubs of southern Australia. Furthermore, Townsville had 

benefitted, on a regional scale, from the national trend toward urbanisation. During the post-

war economic boom, the social and economic gap between capital cities and northern regions 

had widened; Australia’s population grew by almost three million between 1947 and 1961—

with capital cities accommodating more than two thirds of the growth.15 In many respects, the 

north had fallen further behind the south, but north Queensland mustered some resistance to 

the national trend, mainly in Townsville. 

With better social services and an easier lifestyle in comparison to the hardships of an 

isolated rural existence, Townsville continued to absorb some minor benefits of population 

drift toward cities. In 1960, it became the first provincial city in Queensland to appoint a full-

time town planner to help cope with the “rapid growth” and suburbanisation of its dry 

tropical environment.16 Major developments had placed Townsville on the threshold of a new 

era in industrial, cultural, and educational expansion. Some of these developments help to 

explain the city’s role in fomenting a new and ambitious political campaign within the 

NQLGA. 

Townsville’s development leading into the 1960s seemingly encouraged some of the city’s 

women to adopt a more assertive role in public affairs. In September 1960, the Townsville 

Branch of the Australian Local Government Women’s Association held its first meeting at 

 
13 Editorial, "Mackay District Interest in N.Q.L.A.A. Indicates Solidarity of the North," NQR, 28 May 1960, 3. 
14 "Hopkins Equalled Delamothe Record," NQR, 4 June 1960, 5. 
15 Lionel Frost, "Urbanisation," in The Cambridge Economic History of Australia, eds. Simon P. Ville & Glenn 
Withers (Port Melbourne, Vic: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 252. 
16 "Council Appoints Planner," TDB, 4 May 1960, 7. 
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the home of Joan Hopkins (the wife of Harry Hopkins). At the first and subsequent meetings, 

the Townsville Branch discussed how to involve women’s voices in a variety of local and 

regional initiatives, including running candidates in municipal elections.17 In many respects, 

the Townsville Branch existed to advance women politically and socially and increase their 

participation in the leadership of north Queensland’s society. Branch members included Joan 

Innes Reid, the first woman to be elected to Townsville’s city council (in 1967), and 

Margaret Reynolds, a future Australian senator and the wife of historian Henry Reynolds. 

The Townsville Branch met a few times per year until 1 May 1968, when it folded due to 

declining participation—other groups had risen to take its place in an era of significant 

cultural change across Townsville and Australia. 

In the early 1960s, Townsville’s flourishing civil society influenced local and regional 

developments and helped the city to become a focus for northern development initiatives. 

One effort by elements of Townsville’s civil society focused on securing a commitment from 

the University of Queensland (UQ) to establish a local presence. In 1959, the Queensland 

Government endorsed UQ’s initiative to establish a University College in Townsville. In May 

1960, delegates from UQ and the Queensland Government laid a foundation stone at the site 

of a new Townsville University College (TUC).18 Several months later, at least sixty-three 

students had enrolled and classes began in Townsville in February 1961.19 Over the course of 

the next decade, the TUC would evolve into the James Cook University of North Queensland. 

While the expansion of tertiary education in Queensland was a significant moment in 

Australia’s regional development, the exact role of northern political voices in the process is 

not readily explained. In an official history of James Cook University, historian Peter Bell 

downplayed the role of northern political voices in securing the commitment from UQ and 

the required endorsement of the Queensland Government. Bell argued that former 

Queensland public servant and UQ Vice-Chancellor (1939-1960), John Story, articulated the 

idea of a northern university in 1941, “long before there was any significant body of opinion 

in the north calling for tertiary education”.20 During the 1950s, Story and other UQ staff 

resuscitated interest in the concept of regional university colleges. During the same period, 

however, various groups in north Queensland called for better access to education options 

 
17 "Australian Local Government Women’s Association – Townsville Branch meeting, 14 September 1960: 
Minutes”, LGWA/1 1960-1968 Meetings record book, North Queensland Collection, JCULSC. 
18 "New Era in Education Opens for North," TDB, 23 May 1960, 1. 
19 "63 Enrolments for University College," TDB, 1 February 1961, 2. 
20 Peter Bell. Our Place in the Sun: A Brief History of James Cook University 1960-2010 (Townsville, Qld: 
James Cook University, 2010), 15-19. 
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and sporadically supported the concept of a regional university.21 As noted by Bell, these 

efforts crystallised after UQ’s Dr Frank Olsen promoted the growth of regional education on 

a visit to Townsville in 1957. Following Olsen’s visit, a group of local professionals and 

university graduates formed the Townsville and District University Society (TUC). From 

April 1958, the TUC lobbied Queensland authorities to expand education opportunities for 

regional students.  

The NQLGA offered tacit support, rarely mentioning the cause, but indirectly contributing 

through the participation of local councillors in the TUC and more broadly, helping to raise 

the profile of northern Queensland. The lobbying for tertiary education options probably 

helped Townsville to become a focus for northern development initiatives and attract further 

interest from national authorities: in May 1960, federal authorities confirmed Townsville as 

the site for a new CSIRO research station.22 The CSIRO and foundation of the university 

college were two of several milestones in 1960, which moved the city toward an 

unprecedented period of modernisation and leadership on northern development.23 

Townsville consolidated its position as the unofficial capital of Queensland’s north. More 

importantly, modern infrastructure had shrunk the distances between key regional 

settlements; more reliable road, air, and shipping transport connected the coastal cities of 

Mackay, Townsville, and Cairns. Meanwhile, the upgraded railway to Mount Isa, which 

included a new bridge over the Burdekin River near Charters Towers, would pull the state’s 

north-west into a closer embrace with coastal cities and their political and social elites.  

Townsville sat at the centre of the busiest region in the Australian tropics.24 In 1962, Courier-

Mail journalist, John Coleman, declared Townsville “a bustling metropolis in short-

sleeves”.25 Townsville had experienced an enormous population boom, growing by over 40% 

in just 11 years. When Coleman visited in 1962, the city had exceeded 51,000—an increase 

 
21 For example, the Townsville Branch of the RSSAILA (later RSL) lobbied other regional branches to support 
a unified approach to the Queensland Government regarding “the need for a university in north Queensland”: 
“University for North,” CP, 3 March 1949, 5; The President of the New State Movement in North Queensland, 
WJ Chapman, told northern media that “we must have at least one university in north Queensland”: “University 
Needed in North,” DM, 11 April 1949, 3; The Charters Towers Chamber of Commerce took up a similar cause: 
“Agitate for University – Chamber’s Decision,” NM, 18 August 1953, 1; Numerous organisations supported the 
expansion of teacher’s and agricultural colleges: “Land College Aim,” DM, 12 September 1953, 4. 
22 Townsville’s growth was further demonstrated by the establishment of a research station by the CSIRO in 
Townsville; announced in 1960 and established in 1962: "C.S.I.R.O. To Establish N.Q. Research Station," TDB, 
2 May 1960, 1; "C.S.I.R.O. Men Open Pasture Research Project in N.Q.," NQR, 6 October 1962, 1. 
23 Unprecedented in the context of Townsville’s historic growth. 
24 "Mackay Line-up with North Q'land Urged," TDB, 29 October 1960, 1. 
25 John Coleman, "Big Bustle at Townsville: The North Now Has a Metropolis (in Shirt Sleeves)," CM, 27 April 
1962, 2. 
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from 36,000 in 1951.26 Coleman, a former resident, referred to a growing population, modern 

buildings, new sewerage connections, and a major port expansion, and observed that “a lusty 

industrial baby had been born” in the north. The growth of the port helped to shape the city’s 

economy and role as a regional service centre. Huge dredging works were undertaken on 

Townsville’s harbour in the late 1950s to accommodate increased shipping and a new bulk 

sugar terminal.27 The growing port was destined to be fed by a new railway to the western 

interior. The Townsville Harbour Board (THB) supported the railway line but wanted a new 

highway too, lobbying the Queensland government to build it adjacent to the upgraded 

railway line between Townsville and Mount Isa.  

The Townsville Harbour Board turned to the NQLGA for support, but some local councils 

considered the road and railway development to be excessive. Councillors from the Flinders 

Shire and Charters Towers lobbied the NQLGA to declare support for the highway. Located 

west of Townsville, these areas would benefit from a better highway between the coast and 

the inland. Local government leaders from Hinchinbrook, Herberton, and Nebo were opposed 

to the highway, arguing that it would concentrate development in one area at the expense of 

others: “if the money were made available for a Townsville to Mount Isa road, the Gulf and 

Peninsula would starve”.28 Frequent debates on similar matters at NQLGA meetings 

demonstrated the difficulty of balancing priorities across a vast geographical area. 

Disagreements over road funding and development priorities lingered as a threat to NQLGA 

unity. As such, the Association executive chose neutrality and declined to add official support 

to the Townsville Harbour Board’s highway campaign. The Townsville Daily Bulletin usually 

applauded the actions of the NQLGA, but was “disappointed” that the executive had been 

unable to broker unanimous support for the Mount Isa road initiative.29 Nevertheless, the 

railway upgrade would help to shrink the region’s distances.  

Once operational, the railway would invigorate the link between Townsville and Mount Isa 

and enable the coastal city to benefit from inland economic development. Alongside 

 
26 Townsville’s population was reported to be 36,000 in 1951, 47,000 in 1961 and more than 51,000 in 1962: 
"City of Cairns Population Has Best Pro Rata Increase," TDB, 19 March 1952, 5; "Townsville's Population Now 
47,000," TDB, 26 January 1961, 2;"Big Bustle at Townsville: The North Now Has a Metropolis (in Shirt 
Sleeves)," CM, 27 April 1962, 2. 
27 H.J. Taylor, The History of Townsville Harbour, 1864-1979 (Brisbane: Boolarong Publications for the 
Townsville Harbour Board, 1980), 179-183.  
28 "N.Q.L.A.A. Vetoes Request to Support Mt. Isa Road," TDB, 4 February 1961, 2. 
29 Editorial, "N.Q.L.A.A. Conference Discussion over Mt. Isa Road Reveals Northland Needs," TDB, 6 
February 1961, 2. 
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exploitation of Mount Isa’s mineral wealth, an anticipated growth in pastoralism and irrigated 

agriculture in Queensland’s north-west and gulf country would lock in Townsville’s role as a 

northern development hub. The railway upgrade between Townsville and the inland would 

add economic ballast to city’s role as north Queensland’s primary connection to the rest of 

Australia and the world. In colonial Queensland, the development of railways had been a 

critical means of inducing European settlement.30 In the 1960s, upgrading the 1230km Mount 

Isa line to prompt further development was “beyond the means of the Queensland 

government”.31  

The Mount Isa railway upgrade was a clear demonstration that ambitious northern 

development schemes had become reliant upon support from the national government. One 

consequence was that northern development proposals were increasingly measured for their 

potential to benefit the entire nation, not just the region adjacent to the project. While national 

benefit criteria would not suit all projects, the Menzies government saw the benefit of 

developing northern minerals and provided a £20M loan to guarantee the railway upgrade.32 

The mineral, pastoral, and agricultural industries of northern Queensland would utilise 

Townsville’s port to source essential supplies and ship the proceeds of their endeavour to 

markets in Australia and overseas.33  

An improved highway between Cairns and Brisbane provided another means for improved 

trade and tourism between parts of the northeast of the continent and the rest of Australia. 

Persistent lobbying by local councils had prompted further investment by state and federal 

governments in Queensland’s coastal highway.34 In the 1940s, the road resembled a dirt 

track, but by 1960, at least a single lane of bitumen covered most of the highway. Many 

sections remained vulnerable to flooding and the journey could be dangerous, with motorists 

required to pull onto the dirt shoulder to allow oncoming traffic to pass.35 Nonetheless, 

newfound national interest in northern Australia pointed toward improved infrastructure and 

faster development. 

 
30 The Queensland and South Australian governments, more than any others in colonial Australia, constructed 
so-called development railways to induce European settlement and enlarge the colonial economy: André Brett, 
"'The Exceptional Circumstances under Which We Are Working': Railways and Water in Australasia, 1870s to 
1914," History Australia 17, no. 3 (2020): 494-495.  
31 Kerr, Triumph of Narrow Gauge, 183. 
32 "£20m Federal Loan for Mt. Isa Railway," SMH, 30 October 1959, 1. 
33 Stuart Sayers, "The Waiting Wealth (4) - a Cattle Industry with a Rich Future," Age, 22 August 1962, 21. 
34 "Valuations Too Late for Shire's Workings - Mulgrave Was in Quandry," TDB, 8 October 1960, 3. 
35 Ford and Queensland Department of Main Roads, Roads in the Wilderness.  



Chapter Four: From “Working the Provincial Pump” to Campaigning the Nation     94 

   

The Queensland government’s approach would define many of the outcomes of northern 

development. The state government stood between local enthusiasm and national policy and 

the results of the 1960 Queensland state election were an important bellwether for the 

remainder of the decade. The outcome set the scene for general political stability and 

provided the NQLGA with a clear target (and potential ally) for lobbying. Leading into the 

election, the Townsville Daily Bulletin endorsed the coalition led by Country Party Premier 

Frank Nicklin and urged the public to support them for a second term. Despite a lack of 

specific campaigning by the coalition on northern development policies, the Townsville Daily 

Bulletin saw the incumbents as a better option than divided Labor parties. An editorial 

recalled the neglect of former state Labor governments and declared that with Nicklin at the 

helm, “north Queensland was no longer a forgotten land”.36 The broadly development-

oriented Country-Liberal coalition consolidated a majority by winning four more seats than it 

had in 1957.37 The result suggested regional Queensland continued a transition of preferences 

from working-class Labor to conservative politics, but mixed results in northern electorates 

suggested a more complicated picture. While an urban-rural divide was widening, the ALP 

retained seats in Cairns, Townsville North, and Mackay. The dominant coalition partner, the 

Country Party, retained Flinders, Mirani, Tablelands, and Whitsunday, and defeated the ALP 

in Hinchinbrook. Former NQLGA president, Peter Delamothe, won Bowen for the Liberal 

Party, while the immense popularity of the North Queensland Labor Party’s Tom Aikens, and 

the Independent, Arthur Coburn, continued in Townsville South and Burdekin.38 Most 

northern seats did not change hands in the remaining three elections held during the 1960s. 

More importantly, the coalition continued to govern Queensland and local councils faced the 

challenges of lobbying relatively popular and electorally strong state and federal 

governments.  

Commercial lobbying power in north Queensland  

The NQLGA was not the only northern organisation attempting to shape state and federal 

northern development policy. Commercial organisations, led by two federated chambers of 

commerce organisations, were gaining political prominence in Queensland’s north. At the 

start of the 1960s, federations based in northern and far northern areas of Queensland 

 
36 Editorial, "State Government Is Solicitous for Future Welfare of North Queensland," NQR, 21 May 1960, 3. 
37 "Queensland Poll to Coaltion," Age, 30 May 1960, 1. 
38 Townsville’s two seats were redistributed and retitled from 1960—Mundingburra became Townsville South 
and Townsville became Townsville North: "How Northlanders Spoke," TDB, 30 May 1960, 2. 
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organised to escalate their lobbying for development. While there is no scope to offer an 

exhaustive history of these campaigns, one standout impact was the shift in campaign focus 

from trying to influence Queensland government decision-making to attempting to persuade 

the Commonwealth to create national policies that favoured the north. The shifting focus onto 

national policy inspired local governments, who noticed the emergence of an enlivened 

ambition in the assertive lobbying techniques of northern chambers of commerce. 

Commercial organisations had influenced business and development in north Queensland for 

decades. The north’s commerce organisations became better organised in the late 1950s and 

went on to influence the politics of business and commerce in Queensland. Beginning in at 

least the early 1930s, the Federation of Chambers of Commerce of Far North Queensland 

represented areas north of Cardwell.39 The Far Northern Federation stopped meeting during 

the 1940s—perhaps disrupted by the Second World War. The Far Northern Federation faded 

further into the recesses of history when in 1947, business interests founded the Federation of 

Chambers of Commerce of North Queensland. The Northern Federation represented city and 

town-based chambers of commerce from Mackay northwards.40 The new federation’s attempt 

to represent such a large geographical catchment proved to be too ambitious. Logistical 

challenges hampered effective communication and a vestige of support remained for the 

regeneration of far northern links.41 The rebirth of the Far Northern Federation in 1958 split 

northern commercial interests into two manageable groups who worked in a loose association 

to advance the commercial interests of northern Queensland. In late 1960, state-wide 

commercial interests combined to form the Federation of Chambers of Commerce of 

Queensland.42 Two men from the north, William Warner and Lewis Davies-Graham, became 

the inaugural president and vice president of the Queensland federation. 

The founding leaders of the Queensland federation were committed to northern development. 

Warner and Davies-Graham held similar views to Harry Hopkins and all three men were of a 

generation, which viewed the expansion of a white settler-society in the Australian tropics as 

an increasingly urgent need. Their commitment to developing the north through government 

 
39 For example, the Far Northern Federation was scheduled to hold a “seventh annual conference” in Ravenshoe 
on 15 January 1938: "Federation of Chambers of Commerce of Far North Queensland," CP, 13 January 1938, 
12. 
40 "Unity Planned for Chambers of Commerce," EA, 22 January 1947, 6. 
41 For example, members of the Innisfail Chamber of Commerce discussed the potential of reviving the Far 
Northern Federation in 1949: "Innisfail Chamber of Commerce Retains N.Q. Membership," EA, 28 April 1949, 
2. 
42 "State Federation of Chambers of Commerce Formed," TDB, 1 November 1960, 1. 
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and business initiatives reflected the pioneering work of their recent ancestors. Warner had 

come came from a pioneering family in the Cairns district, which had migrated to north 

Queensland during the previous century.43 Davies-Graham was a long-term Townsville 

resident and a trained chemist who managed the North Australia Cement company. The 

ascendency of Warner and Davies-Graham to the helm of a Queensland commerce federation 

was another signal of the rising prominence of northern concerns. The Townsville Daily 

Bulletin welcomed the appointment of the men from the north but insisted that the formation 

of the state commercial body “means that all parochialism and provincialism must be 

relegated to the limbo of forgotten things”.44 What the newspaper really meant was that 

squabbles between Queensland regions should end and provincialism could be justified only 

when it targeted the state’s “raw deal from the Canberra centred central government”.45  

The galvanised commercial organisations of Queensland took the message and shifted the 

focus of lobbying from the Queensland government to the federal government. In March 

1961, the Federation of Chambers of Commerce of Far North Queensland convinced Warner 

to deliver a message to the federal Minister for National Development, William Spooner. 

Warner allowed the Queensland federation to become a conduit for a submission born in the 

north and focused on national development policy. The submission contained a list of policy 

recommendations designed to stimulate northern development. The recommendations formed 

part of a two-pronged approach by the North and Far North federated chambers of commerce, 

who readily used the Queensland federation to broaden the appeal of their ideas.  

North Queensland’s business interests used the three commercial federations to lobby state 

and federal politicians to make a bigger commitment to planning the development of northern 

Australia. Both planning and research became standout themes in a rapidly growing 

movement, which campaigned for a national solution to the northern problem. Some of that 

emphasis was demonstrated when Warner and Spooner met to discuss the development of 

Queensland’s north. Warner’s meeting with the federal minister for National Development 

was a big moment for northern interests.46 The meeting linked the federal minister to the 

policy preferences of commercial leaders in towns from Cardwell to Cooktown and west to 

 
43 Warner had been a Lieutenant Colonel in the armed forces and was veteran of the Second World War. He was 
the son of the Cairns district pioneer, Seymour Herbert Warner. Warner’s contribution to northern development 
was summarised in an obituary in 1944: "Mr S. H. Warner Dead," TDB, 4 January 1944, 1. 
44 Editorial, "Queensland Chambers of Commerce Can Develop into Powerful Organisation," TDB, 3 November 
1960, 2. 
45 "Queensland Chambers of Commerce Can Develop into Powerful Organisation," TDB, 3 November 1960, 2. 
46 The FCCFNQ held its first annual meeting on 18 April 1958.  
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the Atherton Tablelands.47 The Federated Chambers of Far North Queensland subsequently 

made a detailed submission on the development of north Queensland to the federal 

minister—and argued that the onus should be on the national government, which had the 

capacity to organise and fund resource surveys and scientific analysis of the natural 

environment.48 The results of these investigations should, the submission suggested, inform 

the policies of the federal government.. Combining parochialism with diplomacy, the 

chamber told Spooner that it: 

believed that the Queensland Government was making a sincere effort to develop 

outlying areas but lacked the whole-hearted support and cooperation of the 

Commonwealth Government. [The chamber argued that] the speedy development 

of the Far North and North Queensland was in the best interests of the 

Commonwealth as a whole.49 

By framing northern development as a Commonwealth issue, beyond both the remit and the 

capability of the Queensland state government, the submission escalated earlier sentiments 

about national responsibilities to the northern tropics. Since the 1940s, community leaders in 

north Queensland had increasingly identified northern development as a national issue. The 

chamber’s submission to Spooner was a declaration of new purpose to that end. Commercial 

leaders did not absolve the Queensland government of all responsibility, but rather saw the 

state as an ally in a growing campaign against the Commonwealth’s neglect of a national 

concern. The Far Northern Federation’s approach to Spooner built upon lobbying by the 

Federation of Chambers of Commerce of North Queensland (FCCNQ).  

Led by Townsville’s Lewis Davies-Graham, the FCCNQ had focused on persuading the 

Queensland government to support an invigorated push to secure a new commitment from the 

Commonwealth to northern Australia.50  In October 1960, Davies-Graham presented a 

“Master Plan” for northern development to the Queensland Premier, Frank Nicklin. The 

report publicised the major concerns of north Queensland’s business leaders. As well as 

 
47 These towns broadly depict the area of interest for the Far Northern Federation. The Northern Federation 
generally picked up areas south and southwest of Cardwell. 
48 “Federated Chambers of Far North Queensland Submission on the Development of North Queensland through 
the Federation of Queensland Chambers of Commerce to the Minister for National Development, Senator the 
Hon. WH Spooner, at Brisbane, Monday 27 March 1961”, QSA, Item ID540577. 
49 President’s Report and Financial Statements, Federation of Chambers of Commerce of Far North 
Queensland, 31 December 1960, National Library of Australia, BIB ID 1540166. 
50 In contrast to the Far Northern Federation, which represented towns north of Cardwell, the FCCNQ 
represented the commercial interests of settlements located south of Cardwell, including Ingham, Townsville, 
Ayr, Home Hill, Charters Towers, Bowen, Proserpine, Cloncurry, and Mackay. 
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revisiting historic anxieties of northern neglect, the report revealed a new source of unease. 

The Master Plan depicted Australia’s northern tropics as being wedged between two rapidly 

growing regions. In the absence of national leadership, the Master Plan was an attempt to 

ensure the continental north was not left stranded, unwanted by the Australian south and 

increasingly desired by occupants further north in Asia. While fretting over Asian population 

growth was nothing new, the report warned against falling further behind; “to those living in 

the north we realise that our greatest problem is lack of population [and] we feel concerned 

and possibly jealous at the great growth in other Australian states”.51 A failure to address the 

quickening imbalance in Australian development would provoke questions about sovereignty 

over the tropics. “We living in the north, with many square miles of vacant country, feel 

uncomfortably close to the exploding population of Asia”.52 If more Australians did not move 

and make use of the continent’s north, then foreigners—looking to escape an increasingly 

congested Asia—would come and take it from them. The FCCNQ’s Master Plan generally 

worked on the assumption that northern Australia contained a bounty of desirable resources 

that would not only be of use to extractive industries, but would sustain the permanent 

settlement of millions of people.  

The Master Plan was an expression of faith in northern lands and a call to secure Australia’s 

claim. The authors were certain that widespread scientific research could stimulate the 

discovery and exploitation of new resources.53 The CSIRO had conducted land surveys and 

various trials at research stations throughout the north. In some cases, optimism for 

development followed positive reporting in the media.54 Beyond expanding the role of such 

surveys, the next goal of the FCCNQ’s Master Plan was to use the newfound knowledge of 

northern terrain to inform a national program of northern development. There was an urgency 

to move things forward—the FCCNQ posited that the widening gap between Australia’s 

north and south would become too difficult to bridge without an urgent national plan. There 

was a feeling that the pattern of Australian development, which heavily favoured the south, 

was becoming irreversible.  

While countering the development pattern was another angle on the urgency narrative of 

northern development, commercial voices were not alone in recognising the need to close the 

 
51 FCCNQ, Master Plan, Presented to the Premier for October 1960, QSA, Item ID540577. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid. 
54 "Hope for a Huge Development of Australia's Far North," Age, 14 September 1959, 2. 
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gap. In 1960, the Country Party was the dominant partner in the Queensland coalition 

government. Led by Premier Nicklin, the Country Party altered its policy platform to push for 

balanced development “with special emphasis on northern Australia”.55 The FCCNQ urged 

the Queensland government to lobby the Commonwealth to redirect the expertise attached to 

the Snowy Mountains Authority to planning northern development. Northern commerce 

leaders considered national intervention as the best hope because state governments no longer 

had the resources to tackle the issue.  

There were limits to the swelling enthusiasm for northern development. The national 

government remained cautious about leading a program of northern development. The 

reluctance of the Commonwealth to drive development across the tropics stood out against 

the Queensland government’s enthusiasm and the different strands of political and 

commercial organisation rallying in the state’s north. Some of the Commonwealth’s 

hesitancy stemmed from growing scepticism about the north’s potential. Despite the 

discovery of minerals, better knowledge of the land, climate, and soils increased doubts about 

the capacity of northern lands to sustain more people and further agricultural development.56 

Doubts were growing about the land, but many economists and businesspeople retained 

optimism, seeing the real problem was a lack of government planning.  

The general buoyancy around northern development meant a lack of suitable land for farming 

was less of an issue for some high-profile Australians such as the German-Australian 

economist, Heinz Arndt. He looked beyond the environmental realities of variable rainfall, 

low altitudes, and poor-quality soils. In doing so, Arndt diagnosed a lack of public planning 

as the obstacle to private investment. These concerns led to a growing chorus of calls for the 

creation of new government machinery to manage northern development. One major 

proposal, modelled on the Snowy Mountains Hydro-Electric Authority, had found its way 

into the FCCNQ’s 1960 Master Plan. The exact origins of the concept of a northern 

development authority are difficult to trace but there is a possible link to the NLQGA. On 

national radio in 1950, Harry Hopkins called for the creation of “an energetic, imaginative 

body clothed with adequate powers, and charged with responsibility for land settlement in the 

north – a tropical land settlement commission”.57 Other more prominent Australians such as 

 
55 "Country Party Seeking Inquiry on Economy of Australia," Age, 28 November 1960, 3. 
56 Director T.H. Strong, Bureau of Agricultural Economics, "Problems of Exploitation," SMH, 21 October 1957, 
26. 
57 Hopkins quoted during his appearance in the “Northern Neglect” 1950 debate on “The Nation’s Forum of the 
Air” radio program broadcast by the ABC: SP369/3, Volume 6/10, 3186483, NAA.  
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the former Prime Minister and leader of the Country Party, Earle Page, were advocates of 

central planning and public development schemes—much in contrast with Menzies himself.58 

Page was a minister of the Menzies government between 1949 and 1955. The Country Party 

were often keener on a bigger role for government than their Liberal Party colleagues. While 

he was generally at odds with Menzies on central planning and public financing of major 

development schemes, Page may have found allies in the Liberal-Country Party coalition in 

1950s Western Australia.  

Led by the Liberal, David Brand, the coalition won the Western Australian election in March 

1959. One Brand government policy supported the creation of a federal authority to develop 

the state’s Kimberley and Pilbara regions, a potentially unrealistic ambition under the federal 

government led by Menzies.59 High-profile support for a federal intervention into northern 

development—not just in WA, but also across the whole north—began to emerge in 1959. 

The chronology of newspaper reports on the idea of a federal northern development authority 

in the late 1950s suggests that the concept picked up new supporters as it spread through 

national media. The idea extended upon proposals from prominent Australians such as 

Douglas Copland, who urged the Commonwealth to produce more detailed national 

development plans.60  

Copland, an economist, emphasized planning to mitigate risk and improve procedures, which 

identified the best investment schemes. Heinz Arndt took the concept further. Arndt was 

among the first public figures outside of government to promote new machinery to develop 

the north. The Sydney Morning Herald reported that Arndt “saw no reason why a project on 

the Snowy River Scheme-scale by a similar authority could not give the impulse for 

development so far lacking in the north”.61 Other prominent Australians, like the managing 

director of Ampol Petroleum, William Walkley, reached a similar conclusion to Arndt. 

Walkley often promoted big new policy ideas and after discussing the concept on television 

in 1959, jumped on to support the idea of a federal northern development authority. 

 
58 Wilks, ‘Now Is the Psychological Moment’, 88, 291-303; "Sir Earle Page Will Not Return to Federal 
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60 "Broad Inquiry Urged into Australia's Future Development," SMH, 29 January 1959, 4. 
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William Walkley and Peopling the North 

The oil company director, William Walkley, exemplified the nation-wide bubble of 

enthusiasm for the potential of northern Australia.62 His professional stake in the Australian 

tropics had arisen from Ampol’s interest in developing potential oil reserves. Walkley 

displayed his enthusiasm for northern development during two appearances in late 1959 on 

The Burning Question, a television series broadcast by the Australian Television Network, 

Channel 7. The weekly program took the form of a panel discussion and Walkley appeared 

alongside the federal Minister for National Development, William Spooner. The week’s 

“burning question” considered “How Fast can our Frontiers Extend?” The panellists talked 

through their hopes for the discovery of oil in northern Australia and responded to questions, 

posed by the program’s host, about the merits of a federal northern development authority.63 

The host, the Presbyterian minister, Reverend Dr Malcolm Mackay, was an advocate of 

northern development.64 He asked whether Walkley and Spooner considered it necessary to 

create a federal authority to develop the Ord River district in Western Australia. Spooner 

conceded, “it might have to be done eventually” and Walkley claimed that although “tens of 

thousands of Europeans would like to live there”, a national plan was needed to make 

settlement possible.65 Walkley claimed that six million acres of the north were suitable for 

agriculture and outlined various methods of attracting private investment. Within weeks, 

Walkley returned to the program (in October 1959) and strengthened his support for the 

creation of a federal northern development authority. 

During Walkley’s second appearance on The Burning Question, the program considered the 

question “Will Northern Development Pay Off?” Walkley was certain of the economic 

potential of the Australian tropics and outlined a big role for governments. He suggested 

 
62 While originally from New Zealand, where he co-founded the Associated Motorists’ Petrol Company Limited 
(AMPCo) in 1931, Walkley was a big supporter of developing northern Australia. He moved to Australia and 
became AMPCo’s general manager in the mid-1930s. From 1949, Ampol Petroleum Limited  helped pioneer oil 
and gas exploration in parts of northern Australia: "Australia Strikes Oil at Last - Experts Predict Large Scale 
Fields - Ampol Shares Skyrocket," Age, 5 December 1953, 1; "Elusive Black Gold - Oil Strike Is a Reward of 
Drillers' Patience," Age, 7 December 1953, 2; Colin Simpson, Show Me a Mountain: The Rise of an Australian 
Company, Ampol (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1961), 119-168. 
63 "Oil Is the Key to Open Australia's North - Minister," SMH, 14 September 1959, 15. 
64 Maclcolm Mackay later became the federal Liberal member for the division of Evans (1963-1972), and a 
minister in the McMahon government. For another example of Presbyterian support for northern development, 
see the Brisbane-based Reverend, J Lang, who called for “north Australia [to] be considered a single unit in 
development plans”. Lang challenged Queensland’s 100,000 Presbyterians to “do their bit and send their 
experienced ministers to help develop northern towns”: "North Australia Sleeping Giant," TDB, 12 May 1960, 
2. 
65 "Oil Is the Key to Open Australia's North - Minister," SMH, 14 September 1959, 15. 
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redirecting the expertise acquired from working on the Snowy Mountains Hydro-Electric 

Scheme into planning northern development. Walkley said “the north can be made very 

productive, but that can only happen if there is money” and governments should get on with 

planning and financing major development schemes.66 The other member of the panel 

generally agreed with Walkley and it seemed that support for new government machinery had 

gained momentum.67 The impetus quickened again, when the Queensland Premier, Frank 

Nicklin, who reacted to the latest discussion on The Burning Question, agreed with Walkley 

about redirecting Snowy expertise.68 While Nicklin was a politician—and premier of a state 

with a long history of political sensitivity to notions of northern neglect—Walkley’s 

influence was not to be underestimated. 

During 1961, Walkley joined some of the nation’s top industry and commerce figures at a 

business management conference in Townsville. Speakers at the conference declared their 

support for northern development and advised local politicians to use modern marketing and 

public relations techniques to lobby state and federal governments. The advice offered by 

leaders of Australian industry and commerce at the business management conference in 

Townsville catalysed a new era in north Queensland politics. The foundation of a Townsville 

branch of the Australian Institute of Management (AIM) had boosted connections between 

Townsville politicians and national figures. The AIM was a “society of managers” with 

members across Australia and had begun as the Institute of Industrial Management in 

Melbourne in 1941. During the 1940s, the Second World War stimulated growth in 

manufacturing and technology development. The growth gave impetus to associations 

focused on educating industrial supervisors and providing management advice to companies 

expanding to meet the demands of the wartime economy. In 1949, the Institute of Industrial 

Management changed its name to the Australian Institute of Management. Throughout the 

1950s, AIM expanded to include many of Australia’s top professional managers and Harry 

Hopkins was the founding chair of the Townsville branch.69 By using the AIM network, 

Hopkins arranged for Townsville to host a business management conference focused on 

boosting development in northern Australia. The conference theme reflected the growing 

 
66 "Snowy-Type Body Proposed for Australia's North," SMH, 12 October 1959, 5. 
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interest in northern potential and a broader recognition—among organisers and attendees—

that the prospects of successful exploitation of that potential depended on better planning and 

smarter policies. About 140 persons from the business, commerce, and education fields 

attended the two-day conference held on 13 and 14 May 1961. Some of the attendees had 

travelled from as far as Brisbane, Mount Isa, and interstate.70 It was a popular event and the 

conference secretary, J Costello, told local media “many applicants had to be turned away”.71  

The national profile of some of the conference speakers stimulated local enthusiasm. Keynote 

addresses were delivered by the chairman of the Commonwealth Banking Corporation, 

Warren McDonald; the chairman of Rothmans Pall Mall of Australia, Ronald Irish; and 

Professor of Geography at the University of Queensland, Richard Greenwood.72 The men 

spoke about surveying the natural resources and economic potential of north Queensland and 

proposed ways to organise and finance development initiatives across northern Australia. 

Surveys were a popular theme at the time in north Queensland: the NQLGA had accepted 

Hopkins’ suggestion that local governments commission land surveys using the expertise of 

Townsville’s university college.73  

Conference speakers Richard Greenwood and Warren McDonald were certain that scientific 

and technical surveys would confirm the development potential of northern lands. 

Greenwood argued that Australia’s tropical north needed better services and facilities to 

attract industry and McDonald’s speech, entitled “People the North” argued that development 

was overdue and the north needed a massive population boost.74 On a recent visit to Darwin, 

about two months before speaking in Townsville, McDonald had called for “big” and “bold” 

moves to develop northern Australia and urged the Commonwealth to establish a federal 
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commission to plan development.75 In Townsville, McDonald suggested that a commission 

like the Snowy Mountains Hydro-Electric Authority could design a program to stimulate 

development and population growth. Another speaker, Ronald Irish, cautioned against 

ambitious projections of northern economic potential and emphasised the immensity and cost 

of developing the Australian tropics.76 Addressing the issue of cost, both McDonald and Irish 

broadly argued that promoting northern potential would convince “southern-centric” 

governments and industry to invest in northern projects. Greenwood was more specific, 

saying that “publicity to sell north Queensland potential to industry, investors, and migrants 

and especially to the Commonwealth Government” was vitally important.77  

Walkley delivered the most influential speech at the conference by tapping into a personal 

enthusiasm for northern development, which had become part of the public record. As 

Walkley advanced the discussion on sales, marketing, and publicity in Townsville, the 

potential for an expansion of oil exploration in Queensland happened to be “big news”.78 

While that may suggest Walkley’s interest in northern development was limited to 

economics, a feature article published by the Sydney Morning Herald revealed his personal 

devotion to the cause. In a wide-ranging piece, Walkley wrote that “today Australians are but 

a drop of White in a sea of colour that teems with more than 1,200 million land-hungry 

Asiatics”.79 That idea would become a clarion call for north Queensland-based lobbying for 

northern development and Walkley’s views would help to unite different strands of the 

region’s political and commercial organisation behind a national initiative. His views were 

instrumental and he saw populating the north with white people as a way of securing land 

against foreign incursion. At the core of this thinking lay an impulse to prove that white 

settlement could succeed in the Australian tropics, as argued by Raphael Cilento in the 
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1920s.80 Cilento’s book, The White Man in the Tropics, was part of a national obsession with 

whiteness that endured into the second half of the twentieth century.81 Yet while Cilento 

focused on the scientific methods of maintaining a healthy and pure white race in the 

Australian tropics, Bill Walkley was more interested in the economic, national security, and 

external affairs benefits of northern development.  

In his Sydney Morning Herald article, Walkley argued that Australia should lessen its 

reliance on Great Britain, seek closer economic relations with the United States, and embark 

on a massive development program. Developing the north would show to the world—and 

wealthy American capitalists—that Australians were enterprising. Walkley advocated the 

creation of new states and referenced the region surrounding Townsville and Cairns as 

appropriately poised to foster his vision. He acknowledged, that “huge sums of money would 

be required” to achieve these objectives, but the Commonwealth should “borrow until it hurt” 

because: 

We need more water, more electric power and better road and rail communications. We 

need more money specifically earmarked for development works. We need to set up a 

development authority, comprised of men of proven ability charged with the 

responsibility of drawing up and expediting a target of works which in the shortest 

possible time would sustain another two million people in the first stage, with 20 million 

as the target by 1980. The development authority I envisage would function in much the 

same way as the Snowy Mountains Authority.82 

Walkley disapproved of Australian politicians for their timidity in expanding national 

development into tropical regions. He saw development and closer settlement as ways of 

permanently claiming the continent’s north. Walkley’s rationale resonated with north 

Queensland politicians and commerce leaders who considered the processes begun during 

colonial settlement as incomplete. Walkley probed sensitivities about northern neglect by 

signalling that federal parliamentarians were ignorant of the opportunities and challenges in 

the Australian tropics. He wanted to send all federal parliamentarians on a three-month world 

tour of development sites and have them educated by spending “a month in Australia touring 
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the outback and the North”.83 Walkley acknowledged that his views were “radical” and might 

be criticised, suggesting that pessimism about the north remained prevalent.84  

Campaigns that attempted to shape public opinion and change government policies appealed 

to Walkley. The art of influence was part of his professional success and before speaking in 

Townsville in May 1961, he had cultivated a personal interest in journalism and public 

relations. Walkley had endowed the annual Walkley Awards for journalism in 1956 and the 

honour remains one of field’s most prestigious decorations.85 According to Colin Simpson, 

who published a book about Ampol in 1961 to mark the company’s twenty-fifth anniversary, 

public relations was a part of the company’s success.86 In 1948, Ampol had engaged the 

former Commodore of the Cunard Line, Sir James Bisset as its Chief of Public Relations. 

Before retiring in 1958, Bisset travelled Australia for ten years as an Ampol ambassador, 

promoting the company and generating support for its endeavours.87 Ampol also engaged an 

experienced former Second World War correspondent and Sydney Morning Herald journalist, 

Terry Southwell-Keely, as its chief of public relations.88 Southwell-Keely participated in two 

meetings in north Queensland, which helped form the People the North Committee. The 

Ampol employee visited Townsville and Cairns in 1961 and helped to persuade local 

councillors and businesspeople of the benefit of public relations campaigns.  Walkley’s 

rousing speech at the AIM conference in Townsville in 1961 reflected his successes in 

business and personal political convictions. 

Walkley tells north Queenslanders: “It Can Be Done” 

Entitled “It Can Be Done”, Walkley’s speech in Townsville made several proposals to 

quicken northern development. He said that locals should establish a publicity and public 

relations bureau to tell southern Australia exactly why the northern tropics mattered to the 

nation.89 Walkley knew his audience—many of whom possessed memories of the fear felt in 

northern Australia during the Second World War. His speech linked northern development 

with national security and argued for urgent action to secure the nation against foreign 
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threats. Some of Walkley’s comments echoed the Townsville Daily Bulletin’s editorial 

published the day before the conference, which argued that populating and developing the 

north was a national and not a provincial matter because it would secure Australia against 

Asian threats.90 

By the early 1960s, Australia’s primary geopolitical concern had moved from Europe and the 

Middle East to Asia. The shift of emphasis from Europe to Asia had stemmed from 

Australian foreign policy and Cold War strategy, and the consequences of a series of post-

Second World War military deployments to Korea, Malaya, and Borneo (and later Vietnam). 

Anxiety about Asia in 1961, as expressed by the Townsville Daily Bulletin editorial, was not 

merely a repetition of historic Australia concerns.91 There was a new dimension to anxiety in 

north Queensland, which blended memories of the Second World War with developments in 

post-colonial Southeast Asia. The ambition of newly independent Asian states had refocused 

Australian concerns on economic and national security issues. The problem of Australia’s 

empty continental north was re-emerging as potential invitation to aggressive foreign powers. 

Developing the north quickly could provide economic benefit and demonstrate to Asian 

neighbours that Australia’s tropical lands were occupied and difficult to invade.  

Walkley’s speech in Townsville connected northern development to national concerns 

regarding post-colonial Asia. In a wide-ranging speech, the Ampol chairman amplified many 

of the issues represented by the NQLGA over the preceding years. He argued that Australia’s 

problems were “under-population, under-production, vulnerability from the north… and slow 

development”.92 Walkley repeated his earlier calls to create a federal northern development 

authority, suggested the Commonwealth should subsidise loans for northern projects, and 

consider creating a new state in Queensland’s north.93 While not quite radical, the proposals 

would require a push against historic trends and a massive change to national policy. Yet 

Walkley’s speech and more broadly, the entire conference in Townsville, had delivered 

positive messages about the future of northern development. The positive atmosphere 

contrasted with the “New Deal for the North” conference held in Townsville in 1949, which 

fostered the rise of the short-lived North Queensland Development League. That 
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Development League initiative had failed—partly because it was divisive and short on 

constructive policy proposals—but the 1961 AIM conference had broadly endorsed northern 

potential and delivered a simple message: an improved sales pitch and better planning would 

transform northern Australia. 

Positive publicity followed the AIM conference in Townsville. The Cairns Post celebrated 

the conference as advancing the national shift toward northern development.94 A Townsville 

Daily Bulletin editorial praised conference speakers and continued criticism of the national 

government, maintaining that the north’s “empty spaces… [were] an invitation to some 

predatory power to come in and occupy the northern portion of Australia”.95 It added that 

“Northlanders” should be satisfied that “men occupying posts of importance and 

responsibility in the business world” had expressed “common sense views” in Townsville. 

The newspaper cautioned that the Commonwealth Government’s “60 year apathy [toward the 

North]” and the “unworthy silence of members of the Federal Parliament” were “great 

hurdle[s]” to northern development.96 Other editorials proclaimed the potential for 

agricultural growth. Overall, the AIM conference had revitalised the support of north 

Queensland’s newspapers for an urgent national program of northern development.97 A 

common theme emerged in the coverage: cooperation between local governments, commerce, 

and private citizens would be the north’s best chance of mounting a serious case for 

Commonwealth investment. 

A new decade, new perspectives for the NQLGA 

Events in Townsville in 1961, especially the AIM conference, had catalysed a new 

perspective on northern development. Inspired by advice from high-profile business 

executives, the North Queensland Local Government Association began to consider a new 

campaign focused on influencing public opinion about northern Australia. The advice worked 

on the logic that a campaign pitched to a national audience could help set ideal conditions for 

new federal northern development policy. Leveraging public opinion was a novel concept for 

north Queensland’s local councillors. In nearly two decades of lobbying for a greater national 

commitment to northern development, the NQLGA had scarcely used the media. With 

limited funds and political influence, local governments had always acknowledged that 
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developing the north required sums of money, machinery, and technical competence beyond 

their capacity. Clashes between state and federal governments over responsibility for northern 

development had long frustrated the NQLGA. By 1961, however, local leaders had a clearer 

understanding that a commitment from the federal government was essential. With fewer 

funds and growing demand from larger urban populations in capital cities, the capacity of 

state governments in Queensland and Western Australia to drive northern development had 

slowly declined since the 1940s. The Commonwealth was ascendant—benefiting from 

centralising forces in Australian federalism which brought increased fiscal and legislative 

power. Supporters of northern development had almost universally accepted that federal 

government support was indispensable to their objective. For these reasons, north 

Queensland’s local leaders increasingly looked beyond the state government toward debates 

about federal policy.



Chapter Five: The Genesis of People the North        110 

  

Chapter Five: The Genesis of People the North 

In June 1961, local leaders had the opportunity to quiz the prime minister on his 

government’s commitment to the north. On a visit to Queensland in an election year, Menzies 

spent time in Townsville and Mount Isa and discussed the potential of northern development. 

Several factors had worked in the north’s favour in recent years. National attention had 

shifted north following the discovery of resources, promotions by business leaders, and 

optimistic forecasts from a new and assertive Queensland government. Furthermore, the 

NQLGA had consolidated its role as a legitimate authority on northern concerns. Yet 

Menzies failed to meet expectations and regional leaders were not convinced that his 

government understood the importance of northern development. 

North Queensland’s leaders reacted to the prime minister’s visit by strengthening the region’s 

commitment to policy changes. During 1961, regional leaders debated various ways to 

address the nation’s ongoing northern neglect. A couple of competing initiatives emerged, 

and for a few months during 1961, local governments faced moderate competition for 

leadership of the region’s response to federal apathy. Finally, an intervention from outside the 

region helped to unify north Queensland’s “babble of voices”. With assistance from corporate 

Australia, regional organisations coalesced around a campaign designed to enforce policy 

changes through clever public relations and marketing. As momentum gathered around the 

campaign, the 1961 federal election delivered a stunning result, which revitalised Australian 

policy debates—and created ideal conditions for the launch of a fresh lobbying campaign. 

Several Queensland electorates had turned against the federal government, helping to create 

an environment where the policy platform of both major political parties was under 

exceptionally intense national scrutiny.  

The NQLGA took advantage of the national political circumstances and quickly funded a 

new lobbying committee. With a view to cultivating long-term policy influence, the NQLGA 

enlisted the support of several other regional organisations but retained council control. 

Cooperation in north Queensland reached a high point. A committee of local councillors 

backed by industry groups conducted a national recruitment drive. They hired a professional 

journalist to design and implement strategic messaging. Despite minor dissent and issues with 

funding and administration, the NQLGA launched its first national political campaign in 

1962. The campaign dubbed “People the North” represented a radical departure from the 

normally conservative and diplomatic approach of north Queensland’s local councils. 
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This chapter explores the genesis of the People the North Committee. It demonstrates the 

influence of commercial interests and the role of influential individuals in helping to foster 

support for a public relations campaign. The chapter identifies the events which gathered 

momentum behind regional support for a fresh approach to an old challenge. The timing of 

the campaign’s emergence was ideal, with difficult national conditions enlivening debates 

about federal development policy. The analysis begins by determining what drove initial 

support for a radical change to regional lobbying tactics. 

Sowing the seeds of a new campaign 

Newspapers regularly reported NQLGA meetings but local governments were generally 

unfamiliar with leveraging the media to rally public opinion, criticise Australian 

governments, and shape federal policy. A change to the established methods of NQLGA 

lobbying would require strong justification from persistent and influential voices. The 

NQLGA had historically favoured a direct and diplomatic approach—sending letters and 

telegrams to politicians, ministers, and public servants, requesting information or support for 

specific proposals. Overall, the patient diplomacy was uncomplicated and transparent. 

Marketing and public relations techniques were somewhat familiar to the TCA, whose 

members would play a vital role in persuading the NQLGA to change course. The TCA had 

dominated Townsville local government elections with a clever “non-partisan” public 

relations strategy since 1949.1 By 1961, prominent TCA members like Roberts, Hopkins, and 

Smith had established profiles big enough to influence regional affairs. Their contribution 

turned out to be vital in transforming the NQLGA’s approach to lobbying. 

Hopkins raised the concept of supporting a public relations campaign at the NQLGA’s annual 

meeting in June 1961. He was a popular regional leader—president of the NQLGA from 

1957—and told delegates of being convinced that a new development campaign fitted 

naturally with local governments. Yet Hopkins encountered a congested agenda, in which 

delegates debated numerous ways to advance development. One prominent initiative 

concerned the commissioning of an expert survey of north Queensland’s natural resources 

and for a time, this idea competed with the public relations concept. Divisions emerged over 

the survey with supporters considering expert analysis as a way of providing clear advice to 

industry and governments. Delegates against the concept expressed concern about the 

 
1 Newman, George Roberts C.B.E., 64. 



Chapter Five: The Genesis of People the North        112 

  

logistical challenges and likely beneficiaries of a survey, arguing that larger centres such as 

Cairns and Townsville would gain the most. Subduing parochialism and intercity rivalry was 

a key ingredient of the NQLGA’s longevity and in an attempt to diffuse the division and 

rediscover common ground, Hopkins talked about the potential of an alternative approach 

controlled by local governments. He highlighted Bill Walkley’s “offer to assist in 

establishing an organisation in the province on public relations”, but the idea did not gain the 

full attention of local governments.2  

The impending visit of Prime Minister Menzies to north Queensland enlivened the debate 

over how to escalate northern development.3 The NQLGA scrambled to develop a coherent 

brief to present to Menzies during the visit scheduled for July because of disagreement over 

priorities. Eventually, the forum agreed that the NQLGA executive would raise northern 

development with Menzies.4 Without a specific agenda, a deputation to the Australian prime 

minister was a vague outcome, which signalled that the growing regional debate about how to 

escalate northern development was unresolved.  

Menzies spent four nights in Queensland in June 1961—his first visit to the state in two 

years. This was an election year and the prime minister’s itinerary included two nights in 

Brisbane and one each in Mount Isa and Townsville.5 Townsville dignitaries welcomed 

Menzies with a civic reception and in the wake of the visit the North Queensland Register 

praised the prime minister for finally realising the need to develop the “Northland”.6 The 

editorial was a generous endorsement because the reported comments made by Menzies in 

Townsville did not break with the prime minister’s historic caution on northern development. 

During the visit, and as resolved by the NQLGA, local politicians put northern development 

at the top of their agenda, but they were not rewarded with a satisfying promise from 

Menzies. Townsville’s Mayor, Angus Smith, told Menzies that:  

We have to develop the north and do something about it ourselves, but we cannot 

do it without the support of the rest of Australia. I ask for your continued support 

in the future. It is very necessary for the Southern people to be conscious of our 

requirements in the north. This is a part of Australia. Without a strong North, the 

 
2 "Menzies to Be Asked to Develop the North," NQR, 3 June 1961, 5. 
3 Charters Towers hosted the NQLGA’s annual meeting in 1961. 
4 "Menzies to Be Asked to Develop the North," NQR, 3 June 1961, 5. 
5 "Labor Senator Will Tour Queensland with Prime Minister," Age, 14 June 1961, 5. 
6 Editorial, "Northlanders Must Hail with Delight Prime Minister's Views on Queensland," NQR, 24 June 1961, 
2. 



Chapter Five: The Genesis of People the North        113 

  

nation is very vulnerable. We will try to do the job ourselves, but without your 

support we just cannot do it.7  

Menzies responded by describing all of Australia as “his parish” and asserted that 

Queensland regions were on equal footing with other parts of the Commonwealth. On the one 

hand, north Queenslanders may have been satisfied to hear that the Commonwealth treated 

their region like any other and they were not neglected. On the other, aggrieved locals 

confirmed a long held suspicion that the prime minister did not intend to prioritise northern 

regions for the sake of national development and enhanced security. Arguments linking 

northern development with enhanced security were at the least, an attempt to demonstrate 

national relevance. These arguments sometimes asserted the north was even more important 

than other regions in the Commonwealth. Menzies rebuffed the latter by downplaying the 

north’s significance to the nation—and telegraphed his government’s view that northern 

regions did not require special attention.  

The prime minister singled out one area of Queensland, however, telling the audience that: “I 

am excited about Mount Isa!”8 Menzies had been to Mount Isa before he touched down in 

Townsville. He was impressed at the prospect of mineral development, proclaiming that  

“northern mining would deliver great dividends to the nation”.9 Given that the Queensland 

Government would benefit the most from mining income generated within its borders, 

Menzies had artfully shifted responsibility for local grievances about development policy 

back onto the state government. That was confirmed when federal Liberal member for 

Herbert, John Murray, spoke at the civic reception for Menzies and said that the state 

government ought to appoint a minister for northern development.10 Murray also blamed the 

state government for holding up Commonwealth plans to develop the beef cattle industry in 

north Queensland.11 He and the prime minister considered northern development as a matter 

for Queensland and the classic deflection to the state government resembled the messages 

that had frequently frustrated the NQLGA in the 1950s. However, the “state responsibility” 

angle now clashed with a theme revitalised in regional politics by the AIM conference: that 

developing the north was a national responsibility. In the weeks following the prime 

 
7 "Need South's Aid to Develop North," NQR, 24 June 1961.  
8 "N.Q. To Yield Great National Dividend - Prime Minister's View," NQR, 24 June 1961, 1. 
9 Ibid; "P.M. Tours £16m Mt. Isa Projects," SMH, 20 June 1961, 15. 
10 "Mayor Praises Northern Move for Minister," NQR, 24 June 1961, 1. 
11 Murray was addressing the Townsville Chamber of Commerce around the time of the prime minister’s 
visit:"Claim by Mr. Murray: State Holding up Beef Development in North," NQR, 24 June 1961, 5. 
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minister’s visit, the North Queensland Register revisited claims of federal northern neglect 

and demanded a bigger national commitment to tropical regions.12  

The regional media’s resuscitation of northern neglect reflected public sentiments in north 

Queensland. The recent AIM conference in Townsville had reinvigorated the region’s 

enthusiasm for a national northern development plan, but the prime minister had disappointed 

local audiences. Menzies had not delivered a major commitment, which opened the door for 

agitations of northern neglect. After the prime minister’s visit, the Cairns Post editorialised 

that Warren McDonald’s suggestions at the AIM conference now deserved serious 

consideration.13 McDonald recommended the Commonwealth form a new authority to 

manage northern development but with the prime minister uncommitted to changes in policy, 

local business and government leaders had to take the lead. 

Unifying “the present babble of voices” 

Four weeks after the prime minister’s visit, Townsville’s Mayor Angus Smith attempted to 

unify the region behind a new political campaign. Smith had accepted Bill Walkley’s offer to 

send Ampol’s chief of public relations, Terry Southwell-Keely, to Townsville to help local 

authorities design a political campaign. Smith invited key figures from Mackay northwards to 

listen to Southwell-Keely speak at an event in Townsville on Friday 21 July 1961. Southwell-

Keely’s advice was heard in Townsville by mayors from Cairns and Charters Towers and 

shire chairmen from Thuringowa, Hinchinbrook, and Mareeba—all members of the 

NQLGA.14 Other attendees included the Liberal member for Herbert, John Murray, the 

president, and secretary of the NQLGA, staff from the Townsville Chamber of Commerce, 

and representatives from the city’s Harbour and Regional Electricity Boards. Southwell-

Keely’s speech inspired the audience to reconsider their current, decentralised approach to 

lobbying. 

The Ampol public relations chief criticised the current “babble of voices” pushing for 

northern development and a new strategy—the creation of a northern news and information 

bureau to circulate “balanced, factual, humanised general interest stories of the north”.15 A 

 
12 "Minister of Northern Development Is Necessary to Hasten Tropical Growth," NQR, 15 July 1961, 2. 
13 "Northern Development," CP, 27 June 1961, 5. 
14 “Apologies were received from several local authorities”: "Sell North with Unified Voice: 'People the North 
Body May Be Formed'," NQR, 22 July 1961, 2.   
15 Ibid; "Arrange Townsville Resources Survey," NQR, 29 July 1961. 
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single source would coordinate stories and target a national audience—Southwell-Keely 

appealed to business leaders, community groups, and local councils to consolidate their 

interests and deliver a single, focused message.  He summarised the need for an information 

campaign by noting that northern development depended on educating southern decision 

makers: 

We in the South do not know what is going on in the North. We have heard the 

stories of the empty North; the platitudes about the North crying out for 

development; the cries that if we don’t develop it, hordes of Asians will descend 

and take it away from us. But that is where it ends. Successive governments, royal 

commissions and committees have called for reports with comparative [sic] little 

result.16 

The Ampol employee added that unless the public was mobilised, the Commonwealth would 

never embrace policies such as a federal northern development authority. He correctly 

asserted that “the south” had to be convinced that investment in the north would benefit the 

nation. The hard fact was that the heavily populated continental south had more influence 

over Commonwealth policy: the tropical north accounted for just five of the 122 seats in the 

federal House of Representatives. Attitudes of southern residents towards northern 

development mattered most and Southwell-Keely argued that northern leaders had to foster 

public interest. A sustained campaign with clear messages—led by north Queensland’s local 

governments and funded by the region’s chambers of commerce and industry organisations—

could change Australian attitudes.  

Southwell-Keely’s proposal attracted enthusiastic support and stimulated debate among 

councillors on issues such as the strategy and limitations of the campaign. Councillors from 

Hinchinbrook, Charters Towers, Thuringowa, Cairns, and Townsville responded favourably; 

Southwell-Keely had made a compelling case. Hinchinbrook Shire Chairman, William 

Overend Garbutt, said that locals had been “crying out” for help with northern development 

for too long without telling the south exactly what was needed. He and other councillors 

agreed that a news bureau should make it clear the north was indispensable to Australian 

security and economic development.17 Despite broad support for emphasising national 

relevance, the group applied geographic limits to their burgeoning campaign. North 

 
16 "Sell North with Unified Voice: 'People the North Body May Be Formed'," NQR, 22 July 1961, 2. 
17 Ibid. 
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Queensland councillors shared common history and ambition. While they were able to 

transcend local parochialism and unify for regional benefit, state boundaries still imposed 

limits. The NQLGA did not represent other regions of northern Australia, such as those in the 

Northern Territory and Western Australia. At the time, limiting the new campaign seemed 

logical, but NQLGA members had not realised how important geography would become in 

developing the public relations campaign. The choice between a regional campaign and one 

that spread across the continental north had implications for messaging, alliances, and 

outcomes.  

At least one of the meeting’s key contributors, Harry Hopkins, saw the strategic benefits of 

promoting the continental tropics as a super-region of national importance. The NQLGA 

president conceded that an initial focus on north Queensland was practical, but once the 

group had become viable, ambition should grow.18 Hopkins and Townsville’s mayor had 

clearly known what to expect from Southwell-Keely and quickly supported his suggestions. 

Hopkins told the audience the NQLGA could create a sub-committee to run the public 

relations campaign. He even suggested that the sub-committee be called “People the North”, 

a sign that population growth would become a major objective. 

The exact origins of the “People the North” title are unclear but the phrase had historic links 

to the white settlement movement in Australia. Alternatively, Harry Hopkins and the 

NQLGA could have derived the name from the title of Warren McDonald’s speech at the 

1961 AIM conference in Townsville. McDonald may have come up with the phrase himself, 

but it had been used long before in a pamphlet issued by the North Australian White 

Settlement Association (NAWSA) in 1920, which described the “menace of the empty north” 

as Australia’s greatest threat.19 The NAWSA movement aimed to settle over 100,000 British 

men and women in the Australian tropics and used “People the North” to describe the act of 

claiming the region for the white race.20 The white settlement objective retained continuity 

during the interwar and post-war periods and it is beyond doubt that many local 

 
18 Ibid. 
19 The North Australia White Settlement Association was formed by William L’Estrange Eames, a medical 
practitioner and soldier who served in the Australian Army Medical Corps: David Horner, "Eames, William 
L'estrange (1863–1956),"  ADB, NCB, ANU 8 (1981), http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/eames-william-lestrange-
6076 (published first in hardcopy 1981, [accessed online 19 October 2017]; McGregor, Environment, Race, and 
Nationhood in Australia, 58. 
20 North Australian White Settlement Association, "Preliminary Notice: The North Australian White Settlement 
Association - People the North," (Sydney: Vale & Pearson, Limited, Printers, Sydney, 1920). 
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administrators in north Queensland—and people outside the region who supported northern 

development—were influenced by the goal and its subsidiary movements.  

The People the North name helped Smith and Hopkins deliver a persuasive argument that 

local governments should lead a new northern development campaign. Smith suggested local 

authorities could overcome political divisions and unify the north. The Townsville mayor 

appealed to the self-esteem and rationality of local councillors and argued that state and 

federal politicians were constrained by party unity and a looming federal election. Hopkins 

gathered the energy behind the rising tide of enthusiasm and suggested that the region’s 

chambers of commerce and electricity and harbour boards contribute to the campaign led by 

local government.21 A successful pitch by Southwell-Keely, Smith and Hopkins established a 

blueprint for the campaign’s machinery. The forum passed a motion—without dissent—that 

the NQLGA be formally asked to sponsor a new sub-committee, tentatively called “People 

the North” at its next meeting in October 1961.22 

A preliminary People the North Committee 

Harry Hopkins invited Terry Southwell-Keely to speak at a full meeting of the NQLGA in 

October 1961. The Ampol public relations officer explained to local governments how they 

could lead a national campaign and influence federal policy. Hopkins reiterated the message 

that with regional unity, the NQLGA could force policy changes at state and federal 

government levels by leveraging the media to shape public opinion. The timing of the pitch 

for a regional campaign was ideal because Ayr Shire had finally re-joined the NQLGA after a 

five-year absence.23 The Association now represented all local governments on the coast 

between Mackay and Cape York and a handful of others on and just over the Great Dividing 

Range. A sense of increased unity permeated the meeting records, which observed that a 

“record” forty-one delegates—nearly twice the normal attendance—from twenty-two 

authorities gathered in Cairns for the October 1961 meeting. The forty-one local councillors 

heard Southwell-Keely describe how a public relations committee sponsored by local 

government could transform the campaign for northern development.24 

 
21 "Sell North with Unified Voice: 'People the North Body May Be Formed'," NQR, 22 July 1961, 2. 
22 "'People the North' Body May Be Formed," TDB, 22 July 1961, 2. 
23 "Ayr Back in N.Q.L.A.A. 11-1 Vote," NQR, 22 July 1961, 1; "Ayr's Readmittance to N.Q.L.A.A. Again 
Gives Association Its Proper Unity," TDB, 7 October 1961, 2. 
24 "News and Information Bureau Proposed - Plan for the Development of North Queensland - Local 
Government Association Conference Decision," CP, 7 October 1961, 1. 
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Southwell-Keely declared the NQLGA as the best-placed organisation to lead a new media 

campaign because it had the closest connection to northern residents. He recommended the 

appointment of a highly paid and “well-known journalist from the south” and a generous 

budget to supplement the campaign.25 Southwell-Keely probably understood that in the early 

1960s, north Queensland politics tended to be less partisan than state and federal politics. 

While the NQLGA had generally been a conservative actor, the region had demonstrated 

significant political diversity since the 1940s.26 In some respects, the effort of the NQLGA to 

unify elements of that diversity had necessitated caution, restraint, and a degree of anti-

partisanship. There was no shortage of regional pride, however, and Southwell-Keely 

received a favourable response to the ideas of a news bureau run by a professional journalist 

and controlled by local governments. 

Councillors at the meeting in Cairns discussed variations on the membership, structure, and 

activities of a proposed news bureau mooted as the “People the North” campaign. A few 

delegates questioned how People the North would capture the collective interests of the many 

shires and cities across north Queensland.27 Some delegates asked how to fund the initiative 

and Southwell-Keely proposed a model involving contributions from industry and chambers 

of commerce organisations. He declared that even Ampol would commit financial support. 

Southwell-Keely rammed home the message that a partnership between local governments 

and commerce leaders would bring together the north’s “babble of voices”.28 Placing the 

NQLGA at the helm of the new and ambitious campaign concept helped to appeal to 

delegates who saw local governments as leaders of northern communities. 

The NQLGA agreed to form a preliminary five-man committee to investigate the practicality 

of financing a three-year publicity campaign called People the North. The committee, which 

ostensibly became the People the North Committee (PTNC), included Townsville’s Harry 

Hopkins and Michael Borzi (Chairman, Mareeba Shire Council); Darcy Chataway (Mayor, 

Cairns City Council); Reginald Horn (Alderman, Mackay City Council); and Arthur Downey 

(Alderman, Dalrymple Shire Council, a shire based on 68,000 square kilometres of land 

surrounding, but not including, the city Charters Towers). The preliminary PTNC were 

 
25 Ibid. 
26 The NQLGA represented a variety of political voices in 1961: Cairns City Council was a Labor 
administration, but both the Townsville and Mackay communities had re-elected independent (though tending to 
be anti-Labor) councils in 1961 and other smaller shires, such as Hinchinbrook, had independent representation: 
"T.C.A. Council Has Sweeping Victory at Poll," TDB, 1 May 1961, 1. 
27 "Committee to Probe North's Development," NQR, 7 October 1961. 
28 "Sell North with Unified Voice: 'People the North Body May Be Formed'," NQR, 22 July 1961, 2. 
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required to engage potential donors and build support for a national campaign led by north 

Queenslanders. The five men would submit their findings to member councils thirty days 

prior to the next NQLGA meeting scheduled for February 1962.1  

Despite the NQLGA appearing to harness local enthusiasm, some of its apparent allies turned 

out to be potential rivals. An alternative northern development initiative had gained support 

from federated chambers of commerce organisations over the preceding couple of years. 

Commerce groups had identified land and resource surveys as a priority, reasoning that 

additional knowledge would not only help governments to plan development but prove the 

region had underutilised potential. The idea of a resources survey had been floating about 

north Queensland since at least the end of the 1950s—corresponding with the influence of 

scientific analysis in national conversations about land and the anticipated arrival of experts 

attached to the Townsville University College.2 By February 1961, there were several north 

Queensland organisations jostling to lead variations of the survey concept. To assert local 

government control over the process in early 1961, Townsville Alderman and TCA member, 

Harold Greenslade, argued that the NQLGA should take responsibility for a “survey of the 

resources and economic potential of North Queensland”.3 The NQLGA took steps to 

commission a survey but the AIM conference in Townsville refocused the attention of 

influential leaders, like Hopkins and Smith, on leveraging the media to improve lobbying 

campaigns. With limited funds available in the region for a northern development campaign, 

there was one final tussle between the regional survey and public relations campaign 

initiatives.  

A week after the NQLGA had declared its intent by forming the preliminary PTNC, 

chambers of commerce groups faced a critical choice over which endeavour to support. The 

FCCNQ President, Lewis Davies-Graham, initially reacted to news of the PTNC initiative by 

speaking against public relations. Suddenly, it was clear that a contest was underway for 

funding and political support between the NQLGA and supporters of the survey. Media 

 
1 "Committee to Probe North's Development," NQR, 7 October 1961; "News and Information Bureau Proposed - 
Plan for the Development of North Queensland - Local Government Association Conference Decision," CP, 7 
October 1961, 1. 
2 In May 1960, the TCC was in the early stages of receiving advice from the University of Queensland’s 
Professor of Geography, Gordon Greenwood, on the conduct of a regional geological survey. The purpose of the 
survey was to improve scientific knowledge of the region’s natural environment with a view to attracting 
investment from secondary industries: "Survey of North Will Be Made," TDB, 12 May 1960, 1. 
3 "National Insurance Will Be Again Urged - Decision by N.Q.L.A.A.," TDB, 4 February 1961, 3; "Survey of 
Resources and Economic Potential of North - Move at Local Government Conference at Malanda," CP, 4 
February 1961, 1. 
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reports had indicated that FCCNQ members had sought assistance from other north 

Queensland parties to expand the survey and make it the region’s major northern 

development initiative.4 Shortly after the emergence of the preliminary PTNC, Davies-

Graham told the FCCNQ annual meeting in Mackay that: 

It is all very well publicising the potential of the North, but the thing is we must 

know what we have to sell. I know the local authorities are just as intent as we are 

to develop the North, but if some company came along and said ‘we have 

£2,000,000 to spend in the North, how do we do it?’ We could not give them an 

answer.5 

Davies-Graham may have felt upstaged by the NQLGA and potentially annoyed at the 

prospect of unravelling years of effort towards the establishment of a northern survey. The 

FCCNQ had already engaged a member of the Murray Valley Development Commission to 

complete a survey (a different approach to the one considered by the NQLGA earlier in 1961, 

which had favoured using experts from the Townsville University College).6  

The contest between public relations and the resources survey pitted commerce chiefs against 

local government and the prize would be leadership of the region’s northern development 

agenda. With the benefit of hindsight, a combined approach would likely have delivered the 

best results: a survey and then publicity to secure funds to develop the potential found in the 

survey, but finance was limited and only one approach could prevail. Differing views within 

the FCCNQ were decisive in aborting the prospect of a resources survey. Some of the 

Northern Federation’s members supported Davies-Graham’s preference for a survey over 

public relations, but other federation members disagreed. CG Gibbs from Ayr and RM Boyd 

from Townsville declared their support for the PTNC because they believed it would sell 

northern potential to southern investors. Angus Smith invited Boyd to attend Southwell-

Keely’s initial public relations pitch in Townsville and the experience influenced his view. 

Boyd summed up his argument in favour of targeting southern opinion with “that is where the 

investors’ money and the people will come from”.7 The FCCNQ were unable to reach a 

 
4 "Await Survey before Publicity Campaigns for North Started - Chambers' Views," TDB, 16 October 1961, 1. 
5 Ibid. 
6 "Officer Appointed to Carry out Area Survey," NQR, 19 August 1961. 
7 "Await Survey before Publicity Campaigns for North Started - Chambers' Views," TDB, 16 October 1961, 1. 
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consensus, but when the Townsville Daily Bulletin endorsed the NQLGA as the proper leader 

of the north, the momentum shifted. 

The Townsville Daily Bulletin published an editorial and commended both the FCCNQ and 

NQLGA for their interest in northern development. The newspaper explained the competing 

initiatives to analyse and promote northern lands and argued that while chambers of 

commerce organisations had amply represented commercial interests, the NQLGA had a 

direct link with residents: “local authorities can be expected to take the lead and assume 

control of the helm”.8 According to the Townsville Daily Bulletin, the NQLGA had done “the 

right thing” and taken the initiative to publicise “the north to southern audiences.9 In the 

following days and weeks, Townsville’s major newspaper continued to praise the timeliness 

of the PTNC initiative. Further editorials linked the public relations drive to arguments about 

the benefits of increased immigration—populating the Australian tropics could improve the 

economy and strengthen national security.10 While the Townsville Daily Bulletin claimed to 

understand the benefits of a publicity campaign, the newspaper’s support reflected relations 

with the Townsville council. The newspaper trusted Smith and Hopkins and had endorsed the 

TCA team in municipal elections earlier in 1961.  

With the endorsement of regional media, the PTNC gained further patronage as Harry 

Hopkins travelled across the region to raise funds and secure political support.11 Southwell-

Keely had recommended £24,000 for a three-year campaign. The preliminary committee 

developed a formula to handle contributions toward the target. The formula proportioned 

donations from local authorities on a basis of £25 per annum per one thousand of the 

population—meaning that larger authorities would carry more of the financial burden. By the 

end of 1961, local authorities had committed nearly £3000 per year, still well below the 

£8000 needed per annum to fund the campaign.12 Hopkins lobbied the region’s commerce 

and industry bodies and in December 1961, the Townsville Chamber of Commerce 

 
8 "Both Local Authorities and Chambers of Commerce Interested in Northland," TDB, 18 October 1961, 2. 
9 Ibid. 
10 "North's High Shire Population Shows Decentralisation Is Now in Place," TDB, 21 October 1961, 2; 
"Population Increases May Please but More Migrants Are Urgently Required," TDB, 4 November 1961, 2. 
11 "Committee to Populate the Northland Properly Conducted May Achieve Much," TDB, 15 December 1961, 2; 
"Development of Northland Is Serious Poser Facing the Federal Government," TDB, 2 January 1962, 2; "North 
Australia Development Body Is Needed for Security of Commonwealth," TDB, 19 January 1962, 2. 
12 TCC and some smaller shires, such as Thuringowa and Bowen, promised organisational and financial support: 
"Thuringowa Behind Plan for North," TDB 1961, 6; "Discussion on 'People North' Movement," TDB, 19 
January 1962, 2; "Committee Reports to Council Meeting," TDB, 25 January 1962, 7; "Bowen Area," TDB, 18 
January 1961, 14. 



Chapter Five: The Genesis of People the North        122 

  

committed £1500 per annum.13 Hopkins expected to receive another £1500 from semi-

government bodies before the end of January and another £2000 from trade and industry 

partners by April 1962. These were annualised commitments expected to fund the 

appointment of a journalist and provide resources for travel and expenses.  

While the NQLGA seemed to be riding a new wave of enthusiasm, donations suggested that 

northern industries remained cautious about the PTNC concept.  Leading into the NQLGA 

February 1962 meeting—an event that would determine whether north Queensland would 

launch a full-time PTNC—the campaign had raised just £7125.14 Donations had fallen short 

of the £8000 per annum target and the Mayor of Cairns, S Darcy Chataway, appealed to 

private industry by saying that it “must do its share in the promotion of wealth in north 

Queensland”.15 Mick Borzi from Mareeba indicated that saw-millers, tobacco, and butter 

organisations were amenable to support the campaign and the PTNC would keep lobbying 

private organisations. Local governments had committed the most money with over £5000. A 

further £1800 had sourced from three electricity and two harbour boards from north 

Queensland. A disappointingly small sum of £250 arrived from Ampol—less than, for 

example, the Cairns Regional Electricity Board, which contributed £500.16 Despite the 

caution of private industry, the preliminary PTNC recommended that the NQLGA forge 

ahead and formally constitute the public relations campaign. 

The NQLGA met the following day to consider the proposal. Despite the emphatic 

recommendation, some local councillors expressed scepticism.17 Ayr Shire’s HW Davies 

talked about the slow pace of development, the ongoing government neglect of northern 

regions, and the failure of previous regional efforts to redress these issues. He said Ayr Shire 

had nothing to show for their support for numerous other development schemes.18 Chataway 

reasoned with Davies that the committee did not expect immediate results, hence resourcing 

the program for three years. While Ayr’s scepticism was noteworthy—because in a few years 

 
13 "Public Relations Has a Place in Peopleing North," NQR, 16 December 1961, 1; "Committee Reports to 
Council Meeting," TDB, 25 January 1962, 7. 
14 From 1962, the North Queensland Local Authorities Association began referring to itself as the NQLGA. 
There is no record of a formal decision to adopt a change in the organisation’s name, but meeting documents 
from as early as January 1962 demonstrate the change. 
15 "Assistance for "People the North" Scheme - Local Authorities Ask Private Industry to Cooperate," CP, 3 
February 1962, 5. 
16 “First PTNC Meeting: Minutes”, 2 February 1962, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
17 "N.Q.L.A.A. To Request Minister Implement Promise," TDB, 3 February 1962, 2; "Industrial Aid Sought for 
Development Plan," TDB, 3 February 1962, 2. 
18 "Industrial Aid Sought for Development Plan," TDB, 3 February 1962, 2. 
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it would spread to other councils—it was an exception in February 1962. The preliminary 

committee’s recommendation proved sufficient to convince enough councils to ratify “People 

the North” as a sub-committee of the NQLGA. The five preliminary members retained their 

positions on the committee and the conversation turned to strategy. 

To Develop or People the “Empty North”? 

The PTNC campaign was designed to deliver consistent messaging to the nation through 

newspapers, magazines, wireless radio stations, and television. The NQLGA hoped the 

campaign could help overcome the perennial challenge of state and federal government 

neglect. Using the media to amplify regional concerns was a fresh approach—the PTNC 

would grab national attention through media and persuade the broader public to support 

northern development. If enough Australians considered the north an urgent priority, then the 

pressure on federal politicians would increase. While the method was novel, there was no 

sign that the NQLGA’s publicity campaign would develop fresh and compelling principles 

for northern development.  

The PTNC would rely on the notion of empty land and established arguments concerning 

national security and economic opportunity. To the sponsors of the PTNC campaign, 

continental settlement was an unfinished project, which had resulted in a brittle connection 

between Australia and its northern regions. North Queensland’s media reflected the rationale 

of the PTNC—that developing the north would strengthen the nation.19 Many regional and 

national organisations agreed that so-called ‘empty’ northern lands represented national 

weakness.20 In the early 1960s, the concept of the empty north still evoked fear—unsettled 

lands were an unknown quantity, which could attract foreign interest. Emptiness rhetoric had 

 
19 Some examples of editorials include: editorial, "North Australia Development Body Is Needed for Security of 
Commonwealth," TDB, 19 January 1962, 2; "Development of Northern Australia Must Be Given Proper 
Government Priority," TDB, 12 May 1961, 2; "Northern Development," CP, 27 June 1961, 5; "Slowness of 
Northern Development Is Serious Slur on Southern Government," TDB, 12 October 1961, 2; "Population 
Increases May Please but More Migrants Are Urgently Required," TDB, 4 November 1961, 2; "Committee to 
Populate the Northland Properly Conducted May Achieve Much," TDB, 15 December 1961, 2; "Development of 
Northland Is Serious Poser Facing the Federal Government," TDB, 2 January 1962, 2; "North Australia 
Development Body Is Needed for Security of Commonwealth," TDB, 19 January 1962, 2. 
20 Townsville’s mayor and deputy mayor and various organisations such as the FCCNQ, the Ingham Chamber of 
Commerce and the Northern District of the Returned Sailors' Soldiers' and Airmen’s Imperial League of 
Australia (or the RSSAILA, which later became the RSL) made explicit statements about the importance of 
northern development to national security: "Must Develop North in Order to Hold It," TDB, 3 February 1962, 2; 
"Development Will Help Protect North Australia," TDB, 30 December 1961, 3; "Office of Northern 
Development Urged by Ingham," TDB, 13 February 1962, 2; Staff Reporter, "R.S.L. Calls for Prompt 
Development of North," TDB, 31 January 1962, 3. 
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another dimension too. In equal measure, idle lands prompted anxiety over missed 

opportunity and excitement over untapped potential.21 The PTNC sought to address these 

concerns, but it was unclear whether it should lobby the nation to develop, populate, or secure 

the north.  

Mareeba Shire’s Mick Borzi suggested changing the committee’s name, arguing that 

development was more important than population. He proposed that Develop the North 

would better describe the scheme’s intent and that the “People” description would not 

“remain in the minds of southern people”.22 Hopkins countered that “People” was the best 

description because unless filled by [white] settlers, northern Australia was empty and open 

to seizure by a foreign power. Hopkins later reflected that using “People” as a verb in the 

committee’s title was fit for purpose: 

We aim to encourage capital investment and industrial expansion in the North, and 

to promote the tourist trade [and] we hope to emphasise throughout Australia the 

opportunities and excellent living conditions in the North [and] we will try to 

create in the 97 per cent of Australians living south of the tropics, a greater interest 

in the North.23 

Hopkins and other northern leaders intended Australians to see that northern development 

would address unfinished national business. In hesitating to settle and exploit northern lands, 

Australia neglected opportunities for economic and social benefit.  Cairns Mayor Darcy 

Chataway expressed the widely held view that further development would complete north 

Queensland’s transformation from untamed frontier to prosperous estate of the settler nation. 

He declared “we have everything but population” and argued that migration would increase 

the forces of demand and expose the land and its resources to enterprising [white] settlers.24 

For the PTNC, greater northern settlement would improve Australian defence capabilities 

because a prosperous white population would have something to protect and conserve. 

Efforts to link national security with northern emptiness were not new or exclusive to the 

NQLGA. Historian Russell McGregor has described the PTNC as “the last gasp of a grand 

 
21 Further analysis of emptiness rhetoric: McGregor, Environment, Race, and Nationhood in Australia; 
McGregor, "A Dog in the Manger": 157-173.  
22 "Industrial Aid Sought for Development Plan," TDB, 3 February 1962, 2. 
23 "£100m. Scheme for North – 10-Year Aim," SMH, 15 April 1962, 39. 
24 "Industrial Aid Sought for Development Plan," NQR, 3 February 1962, 2. 
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demographic aspiration that had prevailed for a hundred years”.25 McGregor situates People 

the North at the end of a long-held national aspiration to populate Australia’s northern 

frontier, rather than connecting the campaign to its local roots and to its key sponsor, the 

NQLGA. For the men of the NQLGA, filling the north meant more than national benefit—

population growth could help to assuage widespread regional anxieties. The Second World 

War and the proximity of battles in New Guinea and the Coral Sea (along with the massive 

military presence in north Queensland) had invigorated fears of invasion. Following the war, 

a more complex international community took shape as new and assertive nation-states 

replaced collapsing colonial empires. Fears of invasion evolved into concerns about 

international political interventions, which claimed Australia had not settled the north of the 

continent and should therefore hand it over to people or nations in need of land. An appeal to 

prevent foreign intervention by claiming and filling the land ran alongside aspirations to 

exploit untapped economic potential. These themes best explain why a vote on Borzi’s 

motion to change the name from People the North to Develop the North was “clearly 

defeated”.26  

The vote led to the establishment of the People the North Committee in Townsville on 2 

February 1962. The committee soon started the process of recruiting a professional journalist 

and designing the public relations campaign. The NQLGA had authorised the committee to 

seek help and offer non-voting committee positions to prominent people outside the sphere of 

local government, which enabled Southwell-Keely to guide recruitment. Local governments 

expected the PTNC to appoint a journalist, develop a public relations framework, and submit 

a budget to the NQLGA in June 1962.27  

Federal division and political opportunity 

The beginning of the PTNC campaign and the recruitment of a journalist coincided with a 

period of dramatic tension in Australian politics. The federal election held in December 1961 

had delivered a “surprising” outcome favourable to the launch of a campaign for policy 

reform.28 While Menzies had secured a sixth consecutive election triumph in December 1961, 

 
25 McGregor, "“People the North”: 229. 
26 "Industrial Aid Sought for Development Plan," NQR, 3 February 1962, 2. 
27 “PTNC Meeting: Minutes”, 1 February 1962, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
28 "Australian Political Chronicle - January-July 1962," AJPH 8, no. 2 (1962): 235-257. 
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his government’s majority was reduced to just one seat in the lower house.29 Both regional 

and metropolitan responses to the election result signalled that the Menzies Government had 

to give consideration to fine-tuning their national policies. Melbourne’s Age called for an 

overhaul of federal ministries and a new direction. The newspaper saw the result as “a very 

strong vote of censure and a warning to the Government against complacency and static 

thinking in policy”.30 The Sydney Morning Herald wrote that “for the first time since 1949, 

there will be a strong confident and effective Opposition in the Federal House of 

Representatives [and] this will be the liveliest parliament in 13 years.31 The North 

Queensland Register took pride in the notion that Queensland had taught the Menzies 

Government a major lesson.32 The parliamentary circumstances led to an early election, less 

than two years later (in November 1963). Therefore, the NQLGA conceived, developed, and 

launched People the North during a time when the policy platform of both major political 

parties was under intense scrutiny. 

While there were national reasons for the turn against the Menzies government, Queensland 

voters had the biggest impact on the 1961 federal election result. Ahead of the election, Labor 

leader Arthur Calwell told the Age that: 

In Queensland, there is more unemployment than anywhere else in the Commonwealth; 

seasonal unemployment is increasing and no major industry has been established between 

Brisbane and Cairns in recent years. The long-continued neglect of Queensland by Mr. 

Menzies and his Ministers, including his Queensland Ministers, is deeply resented.33 

Deputy Labor leader Gough Whitlam spent a large portion of the campaign in Queensland 

talking about the coalition’s “economic negligence”.34 Whitlam capitalised on opportunities 

provided by the federal government’s response to an inflation surge. The coalition were under 

pressure because they had lessened the availability of credit to consumers.35 While unpopular, 

the inflation control measures were part of a general macroeconomic strategy, which had 

 
29 The Coalition received another blow with the loss of an outright majority in the Senate from July 1962: "Last 
Seat for Senate Won by A.L.P. - Government Loses Outright Majority," Age, 10 January 1962, 3. 
30 "Changes Facing Government," Age, 20 December 1961, 2. 
31 Editorial, "Liveliest Parliament for 13 Years," SMH, 20 February 1962, 2. 
32 "Menzies Government Again in Office Must Accord Queensland Better Deal," NQR, 23 December 1961, 2. 
33 "Mr. Calwell Expects Big Labor Gain in Queensland," Age, 2 December 1961, 5. 
34 Megarrity, "'Necessary and Urgent'?: 143-146. 
35 Judith Brett, "The Menzies Era, 1950-66," in The Cambridge History of Australia: The Commonwealth of 
Australia, eds. Alison Bashford and Stuart Macintyre (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 133. 
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been building since the end of the Second World War.36 Federal policy makers saw inflation 

control as critical to “nation-building”, but the credit squeeze, and associated slowing of the 

Australian economy in the early 1960s, compounded the effects of unemployment, especially 

in Queensland. When campaigning there, federal Labor leaders rhetorically transformed 

general economic hardship and unemployment into northern neglect.37 Whitlam’s messages 

resonated with Queensland voters and the coalition lost eight seats to Labor at the 1961 

poll.38 

The election result provided ideal political circumstances for the emergence of People the 

North. The bold national development aspirations of the Labor platform contrasted with the 

government’s cautious economic policies.39 Following the election, the newly elected Labor 

members in Queensland promised to get their constituents “a better deal from the 

Commonwealth”. In the Townsville seat of Herbert, Labor’s Ted Harding, who defeated the 

incumbent Liberal, John Murray, demanded that the coalition spend more money 

encouraging closer settlement of the north.40 Senior government figures noticed the impact of 

Labor’s campaigns, with Menzies stating that “we are quite prepared to face the facts of the 

election” and the federal Treasurer, Harold Holt, pledging to study the “alleged shortcomings 

of the Menzies Government”.41 Menzies considered his government’s record on northern 

development as a potential weakness and announced plans to discuss the issue with state 

government ministers.42 As the coalition scrambled to win back critical support from a 

resurgent Labor Party, the PTNC launched into the epicentre of the enlivened debate about 

regional economic development.43  

Federal Labor had found an issue that mattered to Queenslanders, opening the door for a 

national campaign led by regional interests. The PTNC called on the nation to invest “in the 

rich, and as yet, untapped resources of Tropical Australia”.44 People the North understood 

 
36 Michael Beggs, Inflation and the Making of Australian Macroeconomic Policy, 1945–85 (United Kingdom: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 31-71. 
37 "Mr. Whitlam Predicts: Queensland Swing to Labor at Elections," Age, 29 July 1961, 6. 
38 Initially reported as seven seats: "Government's Heavy Loss: Of Seven Seats in Queensland," TDB, 11 
December 1961, 1; "Menzies Jokes over His 'Ordeal' Tie," SMH, 14 December 1961, 1. 
39 "Australian Political Chronicle July-December 1961," AJPH 8, no. 1 (1962): 102-121. 
40 "New M.P.'S Promise to Seek 'Better Deal' for Queensland," SMH, 12 December 1961, 6. 
41 "Mr. Holt Does Not See 'No' Vote," Age, 19 December 1961, 3; "Minister Predicts an Exciting Year," Age, 1 
January 1962, 7. 
42 "Government's Heavy Loss: Of Seven Seats in Queensland," TDB, 11 December 1961, 1; "Urgent Attention 
to the Problem of Unemployment," NQR, 23 December 1961, 1. 
43 "Closing the Ranks - Relief in the Party Rooms after Narrow Victory," Age, 20 December 1961, 2; "Menzies 
to Make Full Statement on Outcome of Poll," SMH, 20 December 1961, 1. 
44 “PTNC Report”, 1 June 1962, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
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that “vast sums of money” were required for northern development and it appeared that a 

national commitment was closer than ever.45 The federal Minister for National Development 

William Spooner had conceded the government had to focus on regional development in the 

new term.46 Calwell went a step further and called on the government to appoint a Minister 

for Northern Development, asserting that: 

We must plan and we must be willing to spend, if we are to hold and develop our north. 

This is a hard, cold fact and it must be faced. The north cannot be developed on the 

cheap, nor can Australia buy its future security on the cheap. Once we have accepted that 

northern development is a task for the nation as a whole, we will have gone a long way to 

achieving something.47 

The groundswell of interest that had led to the establishment of the PTNC was not abating, 

and the NQLGA had reason to believe that its hour had arrived. Like Calwell, the PTNC did 

not consider the enormous cost of northern development an obstacle, but a consequence of 

necessary nation building. To illustrate their point, the PTNC tapped into the memory of 

strong public investment throughout the 1940s, which had not only helped to recover the 

nation from war, but had ended the final traces of the 1930s economic depression.48 

Committee chair, Harry Hopkins argued that while national post-war reconstruction had been 

successful, national northern development endeavours had failed in the 1940s because 

“money in sufficient quantity was not voted by the nation and because there was nobody 

remaining in existence with a continuing responsibility to achieve the development’.49  

Hopkins prescribed the creation of a non-partisan federal authority to manage northern 

development. He imagined that an independent federal authority could sustain the continuity 

of northern development policy beyond the election cycle. To the PTNC and its supporters, 

the nation could learn from the example set by the NQLGA. After the Second World War, the 

NQLGA had sidelined parochialism and partisan division and used sub-committees to 

 
45 GM Stephenson, "PTNC - NQLGA," 1962, Ibid. 
46 "Minister Predicts an Exciting Year," Age, 1 January 1962, 7. 
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War 2 and Post-War Reconstruction, 1939-49," in The Cambridge History of Australia: The Commonwealth of 
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identify projects beneficial to the region. During 1962, the PTNC frequently referred to the 

Snowy Mountains Hydro-Electric Authority, an enterprise born from the national 

reconstruction agenda.50 This project had eventually attracted bipartisan support and helped 

to stimulate national development and population growth.51 North Queensland’s local leaders 

saw the Snowy Mountains scheme as an example of what could be achieved in northern 

Australia.  

One campaign, two audiences 

By lobbying for a new government authority and a project on a scale similar to the Snowy 

Mountains scheme, the PTNC faced the difficulty of constructing an argument to satisfy at 

least two distinct audiences. The campaign had limited financial, human, and technical 

resources and was run by a committee of five local councillors with little relevant experience. 

The campaign had committed to employing one experienced journalist, but the overall task 

appeared to be larger than the committee had expected. On the one hand, with these 

resources, the PTNC sought to influence voters nationally to increase pressure on the federal 

government to implement new policies. On the other, the PTNC was also a lobbying group 

seeking changes to national policy and the audience that mattered most were politicians.  

Hopkins acknowledged the PTNC’s vast agenda and different audiences.  Early in the 

organisation’s history, he argued that “the development of the north [was] now a federal 

responsibility attainable only by the expenditure of vast sums of money”.52  But he also 

insisted that the NQLGA’s new campaign would publicise “throughout Australia, the 

excellent living conditions obtaining in the north” and “encourage capital investment and 

industrial expansion”.53 These statements foretold an evolving view within People the North, 

that residents of southern Australia could be enticed to migrate north. Domestic migration 

would be reliant on quality of life messages and the idea the north could provide better 

prospects for Australians struggling in congested cities. 

The Queensland government and newspapers had presented the state as an exciting place on 

the move in terms of economic and social opportunities. Yet while southern migrants were 

 
50 For example, see: Larry Foley, Operation Elbow Room, PTNC, QSA, Item ID290917. 
51 Lionel Wigmore, Struggle for the Snowy: The Background to the Snowy Mountains Scheme (Oxford 
University Press, 1968); Brett, "The Menzies Era, 1950-66", 124. 
52 H Hopkins, “People the North: Address to the NCBD Conference,” 13-16 November 1962, box 5, PTNC 
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53 Ibid. 
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attracted to Queensland’s sub-tropical south-east, there remained decades of prejudice to 

overcome in relation to life in the more distant northern tropics. The suitability of the 

Australian tropics for white people had been questioned by elements of the medical 

community from the colonial era up until the Second World War.54 Much of the People the 

North campaign material addressed the lingering influence of these sentiments. Indeed, 

PTNC ephemera often argued that the Australian tropics were no longer a wild and peculiar 

place and the Tropic of Capricorn did not demarcate the beginnings of an inhospitable zone 

for white Australians.  

After the 1940s, the Australian tropics were generally no longer considered to be a specific 

health threat to white people. Nevertheless, prejudicial health concerns about living in the 

tropics persisted. Robert Black was a senior lecturer in the Department of Tropical Medicine 

at the School of Public Health and Tropical Medicine in Sydney. In 1958, Black raised 

concerns about the mental health of Europeans living in the Australian tropics, suggesting 

that poor mental health—caused by the “way of life” in the tropics—would “lower the 

threshold” at which “diseases of the skin and bowel (like diarrhoea and dysentery) and 

diseases and injuries to bones, muscles, and joints” would occur.55 Black referenced high 

rates of alcoholism and the general discomfort caused by hot and humid climates as 

disincentives to populate the tropics. He identified mental health as an important factor in 

planning future white settlements and argued that Europeans who come in to contact with 

Indigenous Australians in the continent’s north needed to be of sound psychological mind. 

Black wrote that: 

In the first place, it is necessary to know why Europeans should establish a tropical 

settlement and the motives which make Europeans move from the comfort of a temperate 

climate to tropical areas. In Papua and New Guinea, the relatively large number of native 

people means that there is a reservoir of infection of such diseases as malaria and bowel 

disease which can be transmitted to the European population. It is essential that 

Europeans in contact with the indigenous people, who are developing from the primitive, 

should be mentally stable if this development [of tropical areas such as northern 

Australia] is to proceed on healthy lines.56 
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Black’s assessment reflected some of the ideas which continued to inform misgivings about 

living in northern Australia. For Hopkins, the north was a place of opportunity and its tropical 

qualities would be used by the PTNC to create the perception of opportunity and adventure, 

rather than fear of the land and climate. In what was a conscious rebuttal of old ideas about 

the inhospitableness of the tropics, Hopkins told Sydney journalist Margaret Jones that: 

Man is a tropical animal, his lack of body hair, and his tremendously efficient sweat-

gland system prove this. All this talk about the north being too hot is nonsense. Children 

thrive there and office absenteeism is extremely low. The north is the healthiest part of 

Australia. We want a Northern Development Authority not unlike the Snowy Mountains 

Authority. The cost? Probably between £10 to £20 million pounds a year for 10 years. 

The first thing we have to do is sell the idea to federal politicians. Three of them live in 

the tropics, and the other 179 south of Capricorn, so it is not going to be easy.57  

Hopkins and his colleagues argued that the settler nation should not reject the north, but must 

fear what may happen if current Australians lacked the pioneering endeavour of past 

generations—who had triumphed in the temperate zone—and allowed the tropical north to 

remain empty. The PTNC aimed to “create a national realisation that positive development of 

the north [was] urgent and vital to national defence and future national security”.58 Together 

these comments meant that the PTNC publicity campaign would not only be designed to 

persuade politicians to change national policy, but would also attempt to attract migrants and 

encourage private investment. The PTNC would need major public support to fulfil an 

ambitious campaign.  

Leveraging public opinion and criticising government policy was a high-risk and potentially 

high-reward means of achieving broad campaign goals. In the past, the NQLGA had 

conducted cautious and diplomatic campaigns to preserve key relationships with senior 

government officials. Caution, diplomacy, and restraint had been the foundations of the 

NQLGA’s success and longevity. Restraint meant that outright criticism of the Queensland or 

Commonwealth governments was rare. An assertive public relations pitch, which engaged a 

national public audience, would likely require extended criticism of sitting governments and 

politicians. If successful, that approach could focus public pressure and prompt policy 
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changes, but damage to key relationships could discourage crucial support from sympathetic 

sections of the government or public service. By combining public relations with lobbying, 

the NQLGA had taken a fresh approach to regional issues, but local politicians lacked 

experience in using national media for strategic purposes.  

Pitching to ordinary Australians 

To bring national attention to regional issues and boost support for northern development, the 

PTNC needed to develop a new and persuasive rationale. Whether fixed on the land’s 

potential, the dangers of emptiness, or missed opportunity, previous arguments had not yet 

stimulated national commitment to northern development. Prima facie, there seemed little 

point in repeating the arguments of the past. Yet Hopkins and the PTNC found existing 

arguments convincing and instead of developing a new rationale, they focused on improving 

the method of persuasion through better marketing. 

During its formative period, the PTNC focused on re-selling the idea of northern 

development to the Australian public. It was determined to make more use of newspapers and 

radio, and emerging media such as television.59 Hopkins and his colleagues reasoned that the 

committee’s work could stimulate population growth by raising the profile of northern 

Australia but again, the PTNC seemed unsure of its primary objective: was it concerned with 

boosting migration or building public support behind a policy agenda? Time and energy spent 

lobbying the Australian public about the benefits of moving north distracted efforts to 

convince the federal government to establish an authority to manage northern development. 

The PTNC rarely discussed strategy or the priorities of the campaign. Instead, the committee 

pondered what might quickest get the attention of Australians. 

Old ideas about empty land and foreign threats rose to prominence in the campaign’s 

formative period. During 1961, the chairman of the Thuringowa Shire Council, John Brabon, 

had claimed that the best propaganda a public relations campaign could use to sell the north 

to governments and private capital in the south “was the presence of the teeming millions of 

land-hungry people” in Asia.60 The potential for invasion from Asia lay at the heart of the 

People the North campaign and the PTNC argued that without urgent action, Australia risked 

foreign intervention. It claimed that Australia needed to triple the north’s (white) population 
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within ten years to unlock economic potential and discourage invasion.61 In a dramatic 

appraisal of the situation in 1962, Hopkins declared to a Sydney journalist that Australia’s 

“biggest danger comes not from nuclear bombs, but from an Asian mother with a starving 

baby in her arms”.62 To avoid potential invasion from Asia, the PTNC argued that a federal 

authority must seize the opportunity “to build a white, Western civilisation right from the 

ground up, in a way the world has never seen before”.63 Apart from racism, the PTNC 

chairman had revealed a deliriously ambitious population target. The goal to treble the 

north’s population relied entirely upon internal migration and ignored several challenges such 

as current population trends.64 

Australia had added around 1.5 million people to its population between the 1954 and 1961 

censuses. In 1961, the nation’s population grew by just 212,016 persons – or just over two 

percent of total national population.65 If those trends continued and the PTNC was to achieve 

the goal of tripling the white population of northern Australia within ten years, then over 

seventy percent of national growth in the following decade would need to occur in the 

tropics. Historian Russell McGregor described the goal as being on the “outer bounds of 

feasibility, since the PTNC had no particular interest in encouraging overseas immigration, 

instead envisaging the north being populated by people from southern Australia moving 

northward to enjoy the benefits on offer”.66 While hyperbole is a standard item in the 

lobbyist’s repertoire, it is remarkable that the PTNC did not perceive exactly how unrealistic 

their goal was, given its reliance on enticing southern Australians to move north. The size of 

the task did not deter Hopkins, who had travelled to Sydney to launch the campaign in April 

1962 without having yet appointed a public relations officer.  

The campaign launch in Sydney was not publicised in the North Queensland Register or the 

Townsville Daily Bulletin, which partly reflected the PTNC’s lack of media experience, but 

more tellingly indicated the campaign’s target audience—southern Australians. Launching 

the campaign before the appointment of a journalist indicated the committee’s intent to get 

their messages into national media as quickly as possible. Perhaps having some profile in 
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national media was a PTNC strategy to encourage an experienced journalist to apply for the 

public relation role within the committee. Hopkins informed the Sydney newspaper of the 

committee’s proposal for a new statutory authority to manage a massive development scheme 

for northern Australia, estimated to cost more than £100m over ten years.67 He added that the 

first task of the proposed federal authority should be to determine how to get more people to 

settle in the north. The PTNC had assumed that positive messages about the climate and lack 

of congestion in northern settlements—as opposed to southern capital cities—were a good 

start. Hopkins signalled that the campaign would lobby for policy changes and “emphasise 

throughout Australia the opportunities and excellent living conditions in the north”.68 By 

encouraging internal migration, the PTNC had commenced one of the tasks of the proposed 

federal authority. The NQLGA expected the campaign public relations officer to continue 

work on migration messages and in May 1962, the PTNC took decisive steps to fill the role. 

The PTNC met formally for the first time on 31 May 1962. Since its official establishment by 

the NQLGA on 2 February 1962, the PTNC had focused on recruiting one of the forty-six 

applicants for the position of public relations officer. The committee interviewed eight men 

Brisbane and Sydney, including Francis (Pat) Burgess, who later became notable for his 

investigative journalism, foreign correspondence, and frontline reporting during the Vietnam 

War.69 The PTNC interview panel included Darcy Chataway (Cairns), Tom Newbery (Sarina 

Shire), and Harry Hopkins. While Burgess impressed the panel, the Sydney-based journalist 

Larry Foley won the position. Foley had exhibited versatility and “wide experience” during 

the interview.70 He had worked for various media outlets in the United Kingdom before 

moving to New York to become a foreign correspondent for the London-based newspaper the 

Star and later for Australian Consolidated Press. As a journalist, Foley had travelled all over 

Europe, the United States, South and Central America, and the Caribbean. Since returning to 

Australia in 1961, he had worked for the news and information bureau embedded within the 

Commonwealth Department of the Interior. When Ampol’s chief of public relations, Terry 

Southwell-Keely, and a representative from the Australian Journalist Association endorsed 

Foley’s qualifications and experience, the PTNC offered him the job. The role, scheduled to 
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start on 1 September 1962, would earn Foley £3000 per year.71 On 1 June 1962, the NQLGA 

confirmed that Foley had accepted their offer and would become public relations officer for 

the People the North campaign.  

The committee publicised Foley’s appointment by sending promotional pamphlets to 

Australian news outlets. Although not written by Foley, the pamphlets were the first People 

the North campaign material seen by sections of the media. In June 1962, a “News of the 

Day” segment of Melbourne’s Age reacted with a sarcastic summation of the campaign’s 

political objectives. The piece finished with the lines: 

North Queenslanders deplore that Australia was first developed by cold-blooded men 

from northern Europe. Had it been discovered by hot-blooded southerners, they [People 

the North and the NQLGA] say, Townsville or Cairns would now be the big centres of 

population, while Victoria would be left to welter almost untenanted in the cold it 

deserves.72  

The Age had detected the PTNC’s underlying parochialism and encouraged readers to 

consider if a national focus on northern development could disadvantage southern regions. 

The response underscored the need for a professional journalist to shape messages, which 

cultivated support and minimised the potential for inter-region rivalry. Such concerns seemed 

to go unnoticed by Hopkins, who described Foley’s job to the Cairns Post as ensuring that 

“the rest of Australia gets the committee’s message to develop the north before it is too 

late”.73 Hopkins and the NQLGA expected Foley to ram home messages of the north’s pre-

eminence in national affairs by amplifying fears of invasion and emphasising the “great 

untapped resources” of northern Australia.74  

Foley’s appointment represented an official turning point from planning the campaign to 

engaging its audience. While it was unclear whether the primary audience was politicians or 

the public, there was no doubt who controlled the campaign. On 2 June 1962, the PTNC 

reported on its first four months to the NQLGA and asserted the supremacy of local 

governments in directing the national campaign. The report followed negotiations between 

local governments and private industry over voting rights and representation in the PTNC. 

 
71 "Third PTNC Meeting: Minutes", 31 May 1962, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
72 "News of the Day - Tropical," Age, 11 June 1962, 2. 
73 "Publicise North - Journalist Chosen - Official Announcement," CP, 2 June 1962, 1. 
74 Ibid. 
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The NQLGA had accepted funding to support the PTNC from regional electricity and 

harbour (port authority) boards from Mackay, Townsville, and Cairns. The six boards 

requested a permanent voting member to represent their combined interests in the campaign, 

but the five original committee members resolved that voting rights were reserved for local 

governments, as they had provided the most funds.75 The restriction did not cause immediate 

discontent, but the lack of diverse voices on the committee became an issue in the following 

years.  

The primacy of local governments on the PTNC did not narrow the campaign’s purpose. The 

first PTNC report to the NQLGA re-stated initial goals such as changing national policy and 

promoting economic growth. Instead of developing a clear purpose during the first four 

months, the report revealed an expanding list of campaign objectives. People the North would 

attempt to influence Australian culture, change attitudes toward the north, and stimulate 

tourism and population growth.76 In anticipation of the extra work posed by the swelling 

agenda, the NQLGA offered veteran secretary, GM Stephenson, an annual wage of £150 to 

perform secretarial duties and provide basic administrative support to Foley.77  

Foley meets the NQLGA 

Larry Foley began working for the campaign and meeting local councillors and business 

leaders from September 1962. While he would live in Townsville and report directly to 

Hopkins, the PTNC expected him to travel extensively throughout north Queensland. Regular 

travel would develop the connections needed to represent member councils stretched from 

Cape York to southern Mackay.78 In addition to a generous salary79, Foley gained the use of a 

 
75 "Third PTNC Meeting: Minutes", 31 May 1962, NQLGA records, JCUSC.  
76 Harry Hopkins, “PTNC Report”, NQLGA meeting 1 June 1962: Ibid. 
77 Stephenson worked with the Association from the 1940s: “Fifth PTNC Meeting: Minutes”, 4 October 1962, 
Ibid. 
78 "Third PTNC Meeting: Minutes", 31 May 1962, Ibid. 
79 The salary was generous by average Australian standards—especially in Queensland—and the high wage 
reflected the serious ambition of the NQLGA. Since the end of the Second World War, average annual wages 
for an adult male in Queensland had often been below the national average, which was due in part to the state’s 
size, decentralisation, and rural industries. In 1961, the average wage for an adult male in Queensland was 
around £936—slightly below the national average of around £951. Foley’s salary partly reflected the higher 
average national wage earned by adult males employed in the “communications industry” during 1961, which 
was around £1030. The PTNC public relations man would earn three times that, but the high wage aligned with 
other similar positions advertised at the time, see: Office of the Queensland Government Statistician, 
Queensland Past and Present: 100 Years of Statistics 1896-1996 (Brisbane: Government Statistician's Office, 
Queensland Government, 1998), 140-41. Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, Official Year Book 
of the Commonwealth of Australia, no.48-1962, 402: 
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/1301.01962?OpenDocument [accessed 21 October 
2020]; For example, the Australian-American bauxite mining company, Alcoa, offered an initial salary “in the 
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new motor vehicle emblazoned with the People the North insignia.80 An important early 

engagement between Foley and the region’s leaders occurred in Ayr at the 1962 annual 

meeting of the FCCNQ. 

Hopkins travelled with Foley to Ayr to stimulate cooperation between the PTNC and the 

FCCNQ.81 The encounter helped to reset the relationship between two of the north’s peak 

representative bodies. Both groups shared similar development goals, but there was potential 

for a contest over leadership of the northern agenda. People the North could not afford to 

appear divided on the home front and Davies-Graham was initially unconvinced of the 

campaign’s merit. As we have seen, the president of the FCCNQ had once argued that a 

survey of the region’s resources and economic potential should take precedence over public 

relations.82 After hearing from Foley in Ayr, Davies-Graham declared “the People the North 

Committee is now afloat… and cannot help but do a tremendous amount of good to tell the 

story of the North, to the money of the South”.83 The FCCNQ shared critical information 

with Foley and Hopkins about its communications with senior state government politicians. 

These communications would largely shape the direction of the PTNC’s direct lobbying of 

politicians in 1963. 

Much like the PTNC, the FCCNQ was committed to policies that would stimulate a rapid 

program of development across northern Australia. As the PTNC was getting established in 

1962, the FCCNQ was lobbying the Queensland and Western Australian state governments to 

support a federal northern development authority. The FCCNQ wrote directly to the premiers 

of both states, urging them to cooperate on northern policy. These communications laid a 

foundation for the PTNC’s lobbying on the matter in 1963 (analysed in the following 

chapter).84 While Foley’s initial encounters with the region’s business and government 

representatives were often positive, there were signs of minor dissent.  

Lingering doubts about the merit of the PTNC campaign surfaced when Foley’s addressed 

delegates from all twenty-four member councils of the NQLGA. In October 1962, he 

 
range” of £2000-3000 for a public relations officer in 1962: "Public Relations and Advertising Officer, Alcoa of 
Australia Pty. Ltd.," Age, 11 August 1962, 27. 
80 “Fifth PTNC Meeting: Minutes”, 4 October 1962, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
81 "Master Plan to Be Brought up to Date," NQR, 13 October 1962, 19. 
82 "Await Survey before Publicity Campaigns for North Started - Chambers' Views," TDB, 16 October 1961, 1. 
83 "Significant Steps Taken in Northern Development," NQR, 13 October 1962, 7. 
84 Examples of FCCNQ requests to state governments to support a federal northern development authority: C. 
Rains, FCCNQ Secretary, to Nicklin, 4 January 1962, QSA, Item ID540578; C. Rains to David Brand, Premier 
of Western Australia, 28 August 1962, QSA, Item ID540578. 
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described PTNC strategy and clarified that he was a journalist and not a “developer”, and it 

would be up to the local governments, harbour and electricity boards, and the region’s 

residents to tell him exactly what they wanted.85 Foley emphasised that he would “sooner 

concentrate on one good story than a dozen mediocre ones”. A few councils responded 

positively, but mild dissent emerged when Foley requested a summary of the region’s 

resources and current job opportunities. After Foley had spoken to delegates, the Mackay 

Mayor, Jack Binnington, criticised the title and focus of the public relations campaign. He 

argued that jobs and industrial development should take precedence over population growth 

and asked rhetorically: “what will be the good of people unless there is something for them to 

do?”86 Cairns Alderman, Kenneth Foley revealed that some of his city’s councillors “had 

been very doubtful about contributing to the People the North campaign” and would need to 

see rapid results to continue their support.87 The dissent was a warning, but the fast-moving 

nature of the campaign did not allow for deeper consideration of intra-regional relationships.  

People the North: a committee in a hurry 

From the first months of its existence, the People the North Committee showed that they were 

determined to influence the wider public agenda on northern development. Foley and 

Hopkins soon turned to building a network of alliances across the nation. During October 

1962, the PTNC became aware of an opportunity to collaborate with other development-

focused organisations at a conference in the New South Wales town of Wagga Wagga. The 

conference was attended by high profile Australian politicians and industry leaders and was 

conducted in the wake of major international events along Australia’s northern border and 

amid a major government review of economic policy. These circumstances set the tone for a 

lively conference, which provided the ideal platform for the People the North campaign to 

draw attention to its policy proposals. Hopkins spoke at length and his views were reported in 

national media. In some respects, the conference signified the moment that the PTNC 

campaign departed from its regional foundations and grew into the national movement it 

aspired to be.

 
85 "No Increased Subsidy Rates Are Available," NQR, 6 October 1962, 5. 
86 "People the North Name Not Fancied," NQR, 6 October 1962, 3. 
87 "No Increased Subsidy Rates Are Available," NQR, 6 October 1962, 5.  
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Chapter Six: A National Awakening—the 1962 National Council for Balanced 

Development conference 

During the early stages of 1962, the People the North Committee (PTNC) established the 

foundations of a national political campaign. Initially, the committee had focussed on 

campaign machinery and securing the requisite regional support. Recruiting Larry Foley in 

May 1962 marked the start of a concerted public relations campaign to generate support for 

the aims of People the North. Foley began work in September and helped the PTNC to 

promote news stories that might raise the profile of northern Australia and build support for 

changes to national development policies. The campaign launched into an ideal political 

environment, with the outcomes of the 1961 federal election delivering Australia’s most 

evenly divided parliament in thirteen years.  

The policies of both major parties were under intense scrutiny from the Australian media in 

1962 and there was evidence of a growing public interest in northern development. A high 

number of newspaper columns and editorials about northern Australia reflected how the 

region had come into greater national focus. Numerous politicians, including the prime 

minister and leader of the federal opposition, commented on the need to secure and develop 

northern resources.1 Hopkins sensed there had been a “national awakening” on northern 

development—a view reinforced when the PTNC was invited to send representatives to a 

major conference focused on national development. Shortly before this conference, an 

enquiry into Australian economic policy had begun to consider the consequences of Britain’s 

potentially joining the European Economic Community. The uncertainty facing the 

Australian economy helped to stimulate a lively development-themed conference in the New 

South Wales town of Wagga Wagga. During the conference, the PTNC joined other regional 

organisations in formalising the creation of the National Council for Balanced Development 

(NCBD). 

Prior to the conference, a number of region-based organisations had provisionally formed a 

NCBD. These organisations had discussed the concept of lobbying Australian governments to 

implement policies to decentralise population growth and national development. The 

emergence of the NCBD initiative made a big impact on the strategic direction of People the 

North. Collaboration between the PTNC and the NCBD helped Harry Hopkins to make 

 
1 "Mr. Menzies' Report on Common Market Problems - Negotiated Sugar Price," Age, 10 August 1962; "Time 
Running out for Developing North - Opposition Leader," Age, 2 August 1962, 12. 
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contact with high-profile supporters of northern development and obtain an audience with 

Menzies in late 1963.2 The national development conference in November 1962 ratified the 

formation of the NCBD and enabled Hopkins and Foley to speak about development at a time 

when international events had drawn the nation’s attention to Australia’s northern border.  

An outbreak of disease near Australia’s northern border and an international agreement 

endorsing expansionist moves by Indonesia caused Hopkins and the PTNC to highlight the 

international dimensions of their campaign. In 1962, an outbreak of cholera in eastern New 

Guinea drew national media attention to the border shared with Queensland’s Torres Strait. 

National security moved further into the spotlight when Indonesia acquired the western half 

of New Guinea from its Dutch colonisers. Indonesia was a growing regional power led by an 

ambitious and nationalistic president—Sukarno—and its military activities and general desire 

to expand territorial claims and regional influence was a source of concern within Australian 

government circles, the media, and public.3 Hopkins and the PTNC seized upon public 

concerns about Indonesia to demonstrate the precarious nature of national security in northern 

Australia. For Hopkins, the public interest in events in east and west New Guinea heralded 

another sign of a “national awakening” on northern development. From then on, the PTNC 

made the possibility of foreign invasion a campaign pillar. Indonesia’s successful 

negotiations to take over control of West New Guinea from Dutch colonial rule allowed the 

PTNC to construct an argument around expansionist foreign threats in Asia. The PTNC’s 

dedication to the invasion narrative signified the campaign’s struggle to develop fresh and 

compelling principles for northern development beyond those already familiar in the 

nineteenth century.  

This chapter explores the PTNC’s involvement in the inaugural National Council for 

Balanced Development conference in November 1962. The conference and its outcomes had 

a major impact on Hopkins and Foley by introducing them to other supporters of northern 

development. During the NCBD conference, Hopkins attempted to ride national enthusiasm 

and made bold statements about Australian development policy. Some of the nation’s top 

politicians and business and academic elite heard Hopkins make the case for a federal 

northern development authority. The responses were largely favourable and many other 

 
2 "Case for Growth in North," SMH, 8 October 1963, 13; "Menzies Asked for Help on the North," SMH, 9 
October 1963, 24. 
3 "'Herald' Readers and West New Guinea: 'Damaging, Humiliating and Disgraceful Reversal'," SMH, 5 January 
1962, 2; "Barwick Gives History of West N.G. Dispute; Urges Clam Solution," SMH, 16 March 1962, 6. 
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speakers identified northern development as a national priority. Suddenly, the promotional 

aspects of the PTNC campaign appeared less important than directly lobbying politicians. 

A defining moment 

People the North was not the only development campaign to emerge in early 1962. 

Organisations from regional Victoria and New South Wales launched their own 

development-themed initiatives following a country industries conference in Wangaratta 

(Victoria). The Director of the Develop Victoria Council, RA Gardiner, wrote to the editor of 

the Age and described the initiative. Gardener announced the council’s plans to invite 

organisations from across Australia to join forces and form a NCBD.4 The lobbying group 

would unify regional voices and try to convince governments to redirect population growth 

away from metropolitan areas—because of the “absurdity of concentrating population in a 

few areas”.5 Under the leadership of inaugural president, Douglas Copland, the NCBD went 

onto to call for a national inquiry into Australia’s development pattern.6 Copland was an 

eminent national economist and former vice-chancellor of the Australian National 

University.7 He joined the initiative to form a National Council for Balanced Development 

before the conference in November 1962.  

Attendees at the conference represented a broad array of interests from all levels of 

government and industry. Copland and fellow organisers invited delegates from across 

Australia to come to the NCBD conference in the New South Wales town of Wagga Wagga 

and discuss the problems of centralised development. The creation of the NCBD and the 

success of its first conference demonstrated that interest in development spanned many 

regional areas of Australia. Among the organisations represented at the conference were the 

PTNC, the Advance Latrobe Valley Association, the Develop Victoria League, the Murray 

Valley Development League, the Federal Inland Development Organisation, and the New 

England State Movement. High profile attendees included Western Australian Liberal 

government minister, Charles Court, the federal Labor leader, Arthur Calwell, and the 

Commissioner of the Snowy Mountains Hydro-Electric Authority, William Hudson.  

 
4 Letter to the edtitor from R.A. Gardner Director Develop Victoria Council Melbourne, "Country Areas 
Development," Age, 19 September 1962, 2. 
5 Melbourne, "Country Areas Development," Age, 19 September 1962, 2.  
6 "News in Brief - Decentralisation," SMH, 9 July 1962, 6 
7 Marjorie Harper, "Copland, Sir Douglas Berry (1894–1971),"  ADB, NCB, ANU 13 (1993),  
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The NCBD had become aware of the PTNC after receiving publicity material concerning the 

appointment of journalist Larry Foley. From mid-1962, the PTNC distributed publicity 

material across Australia, which announced their intent make northern development a 

national priority. The self-promotion paid dividends by prompting conference organisers and 

provisional NCBD members to send letters to the PTNC between July and October 1962. 

Minutes from the PTNC’s fifth meeting show that Hopkins agreed to attend the development 

conference on the proviso that organisers provided him thirty minutes to address the 

delegation.8 The conference organising committee agreed to the Hopkins request and further 

pitched the conference to the PTNC by claiming that it was ideal timing to link northern 

development with national economic reform.  

The organisations behind the NCBD initiative correctly estimated that late 1962 was a timely 

period in Australian history to push for economic changes. The Australian economy faced 

several major challenges and the public debate over future policy intensified throughout 

1962. Britain’s decision to enter talks with European nations about potential membership in 

the European Economic Community stimulated deep reflection among Australian 

policymakers.9 The potential impact on trade and export markets dominated Australian 

concerns and the Commonwealth sought clarification on Britain’s commitment to remain a 

key export market while underpinning regional security in Southeast Asia.10 In response to 

the new challenges, the Australian prime minister announced an inquiry into the national 

economy. Menzies told federal parliament that “a chart or prospectus of Australia’s economic 

potential… will help in the determination of many fundamental issues of policy”.11 The 

Menzies Government appointed the Director of the Colonial Sugar Refining Company, James 

Vernon, to lead the federal Committee of Economic Inquiry.12 With news of the inquiry still 

fresh, Copland appealed to delegates at the development conference that lobbying 

coordinated through a fully functional NCBD could influence Vernon’s recommendations.13 

Copland and the conference audience could not have known that the “Vernon Report” would 
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13 Gavin Souter, "North of Capricorn (1) - Two-Sided Problem of Balanced Development," SMH, 23 November 
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not reach federal parliament until 1965.14 Nonetheless, the atmosphere of the national 

economic review in late 1962 encouraged the PTNC delegation to suspend their regional 

concerns and engage with broader political themes. 

Douglas Copland became an important early influence on the PTNC campaign. The NCBD 

president had a significant public profile and national newspapers often printed his analysis 

of Australian economic challenges.15 Copland became a mentor for Hopkins and the 

association between the men probably influenced how Prime Minister Menzies subsequently 

responded to the People the North movement. Copland had been a critic of the federal 

government’s “credit squeeze” and economic plan, saying in 1960 that: 

Clamping down on credit is stupid. In Australia, we have what we call a younging [sic] 

population. We just have not got any plan for their growth. Our religion should be to 

build universities for teenagers and provide homes, roads, power, and fuel for young 

married couples. These things do not happen by accident, but by careful design. If 

necessary, taxation ought to be stepped up to provide these things. There is nothing so 

rewarding in the world today as building for the future.16  

Copland argued that with carefully planned development, Australia could unlock newfound 

prosperity. Throughout 1962, the economist advocated policy reform to encourage 

development and population growth, particularly in northern Australia.17 Copland expected 

that a new lobbying group, unifying development-minded organisations from the regions, 

could pressure the federal government to reform national development. The regional 

development goal broadly aligned with People the North’s call for a national pivot to the 

tropics. In some respects, the real launch of the People the North campaign came at the 

NCBD conference. 

Before the conference, Hopkins told north Queensland newspapers how important the event 

was. He identified NCBD as “a most important conference for the north. The objectives of 

the southern group and those of our People the North Committee are similar”.18 The North 

Queensland Register revealed Hopkins had been encouraged by a conversation with Copland 
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several weeks before the conference. Hopkins knew that the economist was prepared to take 

on the presidency of the NCBD should the organisation be formally established. Copland 

expressed support to Hopkins and promised to devote much of his opening address to the 

national significance of developing northern Australia. 

Copland’s emphasis on the north helped the PTNC convince conference delegates that 

tropical regions were in urgent need of national attention. Most of the delegates and speakers 

were from southern Australia and seemed concerned with development and population trends 

in their own regions. The Sydney journalist Gavin Souter wrote: 

The southern origin of the conference at first rendered it suspect to some of the more 

militant northern delegates, for such organisations as the Advance Latrobe Valley 

Association, and the Murray Valley Development League have only the broadest of 

principles in common with the People the North Movement and the Federal Inland 

Development Organisation [FIDO]. Their specific objectives are a continent apart. But 

after a rather touchy start and some irritable talking of points of order by the president of 

FIDO … the conference settled down to business. It formed a permanent national council 

… and created machinery for the pursuit of two main objectives; the establishment of a 

statutory National Commission for Balanced Development, and a statutory Northern 

Development Corporation.19 

The “militant northern delegates” were likely from the Federal Inland Development 

Organisation (FIDO) as Souter had described the PTNC contribution as being strong, “though 

by no means naïve”.20 FIDO, which sprang mainly from private interests in the grazing 

industry of western New South Wales and the Northern Territory, linked national security 

with regional development, including in parts of northern Australia and even Queensland’s 

north.21 FIDO had lobbied state and federal governments for the construction of sealed roads 

on inland routes between NSW, Queensland, and the Northern Territory and had links with 

the Federated Chambers of Commerce of North Queensland, which supported FIDO’s 

infrastructure plans in Queensland’s northern inland.22 At the development conference in 
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Wagga Wagga, FIDO argued that water be diverted west from the eastern slopes of north 

Queensland’s coastal ranges to support expanded cattle grazing.23 Yet local councils, 

chambers of commerce, and state government departments had long earmarked those same 

water resources for drinking supply and hydro-electricity projects to support urbanisation and 

industrialisation along the coastal strip. Differences of opinion about how to use resources 

and prioritise development projects were common among the various organisations at the 

development conference in Wagga Wagga.24 

Unifying these related, but disparate causes presented the greatest challenge for the newly 

emerging NCBD movement. Ahead of the conference, the PTNC knew little about the 

impetus or the background of the initiative to rally regional organisations behind coordinated 

lobbying for decentralisation policies, but they believed it was an opportunity to lift their 

profile. The estimation proved correct—Hopkins delivered one of the most influential 

speeches.25 In the wake of division over which projects and regions deserved priority, 

Hopkins provided critical substance to bind the delegates together by highlighting the 

national significance of northern development. The enormousness of the continental north 

and the stakes of development there helped delegates to agree upon two main objectives for 

the NCBD. 

The Tropics: the biggest and most important region 

People the North made a big impact at the conference by making the clearest argument that 

regional development was a national concern. Furnished with a specially prepared map that 

depicted the stark division of Australia’s population, with the vast majority clustered south of 

the Tropic of Capricorn, Harry Hopkins pitched the PTNC’s vision to an audience of over 

100 hundred delegates from all over Australia. In the course of his speech, he hammered 

home the message that 10.2 million people lived south of the Tropic, while just 350,000 

inhabited the tropical north, scattered among thin settlements on the edge of Asia. The 

dramatic map drew significant attention and Sydney journalist Gavin Souter described it as 
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“perhaps the most effective argument advanced during last week’s National Conference for 

Balanced Development at Wagga”. 

Souter concluded that the masterful prop and the plea for urgent settlement of the north made 

by Hopkins combined to make the “strongest ‘pro-settlement’ view at the conference”.26 The 

People the North chairman told the audience that “one day—and it is not far off—the north 

will be peopled, the point at issue is only who will say who those people shall be”.27 Hopkins 

warned the nation that the opportunity for Australia to decide who would people its north was 

fading. A failure to develop the north would have perilous consequences for the future of 

every Australian region. The message drew upon themes of race in Australian history and 

resonated with conference delegates, most of whom were (like Hopkins) white middle-aged 

men who had grown up during the early decades of the twentieth century in Australia. Many 

held fast to traditional White Australia sentiments.   

The PTNC president played upon White Australia’s fears of a burgeoning Asia and 

uncertainty around Britain’s future in the region. He argued that northern development was 

an urgent national priority because starving Asian populations lacked land and resources. By 

focusing on a national narrative of impending peril and the loss of the continent’s northern 

third to an alien people, Hopkins framed People the North as a movement with broad appeal. 

He argued that studiously planned development benefited the whole nation and not just 

regions of the north, using a mixture of statistics and hypothetical questions to support the 

case for a northern focus: 

Commonwealth public service records show that in all the Commonwealth, absenteeism 

is least in Townsville. Children love the North and flourish there. It is a good place to 

live; indeed, it is where you all, biologically, were meant to live. So one of our first jobs 

must be to make Australians realise that, given the amenities, Tropical Australia is a 

good place in which to work and live … You know, in a way, Australia is lucky—very 

lucky. If it were the Australian North that were now occupied and the South empty, and 

we were asking ourselves how to develop the South, I wonder how we would go about 

it?28 

 
26 "North of Capricorn (1) - Two-Sided Problem of Balanced Development," The SMH, 23 November 1962, 2. 
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28 Ibid. 



Chapter Six: A National Awakening—the 1962 National Council for Balanced Development Conference   147 

  

Hopkins had labelled Australia “lucky” before Donald Horne published The Lucky Country in 

1964. Like Horne, Hopkins used the term to criticise and inspire—the PTNC president 

wanted a surge in interest and activity, which led to a realisation that the tremendous 

opportunity of the north, so fortunately available to Australians, was slipping from its grasp. 

Hopkins referenced history by discussing the Second World War, post-war reconstruction, 

and the disappointments of the federal Labor government’s North Australia Development 

Committee (NADC). He argued that the failure of NADC, and indeed the nation’s push to 

develop the north during the 1940s, had stemmed from a lack of finance and narrow vision. 

Hopkins added that bare economics had played too large a role in the past and now “the test 

must be not exports [from the north] but people, people in the North”.29  

Copland had ignited conference interest in the north, the irritable FIDO president had 

demonstrated the variety of projects on offer, and now, through his speech, Hopkins had 

provided a focal point to unite the variety of people and interests represented at the 

conference. Northern development gained further impetus when an influential politician from 

Western Australia, Charles Court, took the podium. At the time, Court was the Western 

Australian state government minister for Industrial Development, Railways, and the North 

West. His background interest and views on northern development were important because 

he became a key target of People the North lobbying in the following years. 

By the time Court reached the podium in Wagga Wagga, he was already an established 

advocate of northern development. His profound interest in the development potential of 

Western Australia’s north began when he assisted a fellow Liberal-Country League member 

in a by-election campaign in the federal seat of Kimberley in 1953. During the campaign, 

Court travelled through Western Australia’s far north. He visited small settlements, large 

cattle stations, and the iron ore mines in Yampi Sound owned by the Anglo-Australian 

company, Broken Hill Proprietary. According to historian Ronda Jamieson, Court’s 

experience in the northwest in 1953 stimulated a vigorous life-long interest in northern 

development.30 Court later became premier of Western Australia and, along with Russell 

Dumas, was a key figure in the Ord River Irrigation Scheme—one of Australia’s most 

grandiose attempts at northern agricultural development. Court’s belief in the development 

potential of Australia’s northwest—and his recognition of the limits of state government 
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resources—was the foundation of his support for a national approach. His speech at the 

development conference in 1962 emphasised the national benefits of prioritising tropical 

regions. Afterwards, Court often corresponded with the PTNC on their plans to influence 

policy and for some months, he lent critical support to the campaign for a federal northern 

development authority. The relationship between Court and the PTNC began when the 

Western Australian Liberal Party member argued a strong case for a national plan for 

developing regional areas.   

Court was to loyal Western Australia and told conference delegates in Wagga Wagga that his 

state deserved unique consideration and a bigger allocation of federal funding: 

We, in Western Australia, are undertaking a national development task in accelerating 

the progress of this State – and we both need and deserve the increasing support of all 

Australians in this national effort … We are straining our finances to the limit and it must 

be remembered that we already bear far more than our share of national responsibility by 

contributing one-sixth of Australia’s exports at a time when exports are vitally needed … 

Finally within Western Australia we possess resources that many great nations would 

envy and there can be no real security, no real national development, until this Western 

Third is populated and well on the way to balanced development – from Esperance to 

Wyndham – with all the potential resources unlocked, proven, and under development at 

the maximum speed that the Australian nation and friendly overseas countries can 

undertake … Let the people of the more populous States give both financial and political 

support for the development of other parts of Australia – and thereby make it easier for 

the Federal Government to pursue at a faster rate the course it is already taking in 

backing the development of outlying areas.31  

Like Hopkins, Court focused his message on national responsibility to develop and fill 

Australia’s empty spaces. Court made a case for investment in Western Australia and called 

for greater recognition of the national significance of developing northern and western areas 

of the Australian continent. Yet he cautiously avoided direct criticism of his Liberal 

colleagues in the Commonwealth Government and, like the PTNC, failed to promote 

international migration as a potential source of Australian population growth.32 

 
31 Charles Court, Minister for Industrial Development in Western Australia, “Balanced Development is a 
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Hopkins admired Court’s conviction on the need to bring about a rapid change in Australia’s 

pattern of development. The PTNC delegation regarded the Western Australian Liberal 

government push as an example for the Country Party government in Queensland.33 While 

tapping the economic potential of northern lands was one priority, another would be asserting 

ownership and control over the emptiness through population growth. However, Hopkins and 

Court opposed Asian immigration: they saw any prospective growth in Asian migration to 

Australia as eroding the nation’s tenuous sovereignty over the continental north. According to 

Court and Hopkins respectively, two-thirds of the world was over-populated and starving 

Asian babies might soon threaten Australia’s national security. The purposeful disregard for 

the potential benefits of immigration reflected the racial prejudices still current within much 

of Australian society in the 1960s. While Hopkins and Court supported a rapid increase in 

population, they would not tolerate migrants from Asia and had no clear desire to tap into the 

well-established flow of migrants from Europe. But although Court fell short of identifying 

any particular migration source to boost the north-west’s population, Hopkins and the PTNC 

at least had developed a strategy outlining where, how and with whom they were going to 

“People the North”. 

The PTNC had set their sights on boosting the population of tropical Australia from 350,000 

in 1962, to 1,000,000 by 1973. They would do so by poaching people from the continent’s 

south—encouraging internal migration from southern cities and states. The PTNC seems not 

to have considered that their plan might encounter resistance from other local government 

authorities, states, and business interests, who might perceive a sudden and sustained 

population-exodus from their areas as contrary to their own interests. While Hopkins had 

aroused significant unifying sentiment at the Wagga Wagga conference, the PTNC’s 

population strategy placed the movement on a potential collision course with authorities in 

southern states. 

To demographers who understood Australian society, the absurdity of the PTNC’s population 

plan became evident in the latter stages of the development conference. Another conference 

speaker, Wilfred David (Mick) Borrie, a Professor of Demography at the Australian National 

University, challenged the PTNC’s ambitious internal migration plan. Borrie cast doubt on 

whether a sudden nationwide effort at developing the north would change the established 
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pattern of post-colonial population distribution on the Australian continent.34 Borrie 

discredited the PTNC’s ambitions by arguing that Australia was unlikely to bring its empty 

spaces under satisfactory control until the nation’s population numbered at least 40,000,000.35 

There is no evidence Hopkins or Foley took any notice of Borrie’s analysis. Impassioned 

arguments about the so-called urgent need to develop the inland, the west, and north of the 

continent overshadowed flaws in the PTNC plan. A colonising ethos pervaded the conference 

and the notion of urgency around northern development emerged as a foundation principle 

for the NCBD.  

Discussions at the NCBD conference referred to numerous Australian regions, but none could 

match the national significance of the tropical north. The tropics represented Australia’s 

northern frontier and most conference speakers identified these lands as having national 

rather than regional significance. Despite the southern continental origins of most of the 

delegates, many NCBD conference speakers referenced the north, rather than the inland or 

western frontiers, as the place of most concern for Australia. The prominence of the north 

was an affirmation that through the PTNC initiative, the NQLGA had taken its regional 

agenda and tapped into ideas that had political and popular support across the nation. 

Conference speakers such as the Commissioner of the Snowy Mountains Hydro-Electric 

Authority, William Hudson, compared the challenge of Australia’s north with the 

development of America’s west, notably avoiding a direct comparison with Australia’s actual 

west. Federal Labor opposition leader Arthur Calwell said that Australia had not yet won the 

continent for the nation and argued that the federal parliament “has the power to raise money 

necessary to implement decentralisation and to develop the north”.36 Calwell added that two 

events had abruptly forced Australians to realise how alone they were: Britain’s push to join 

the Common Market and Indonesia’s takeover of West New Guinea. These developments 

had struck at the traditional assumptions guiding Australia’s commercial and strategic policy 

and elevated fears of an uncertain world, which contained emboldened foreign threats. 

Copland summed up the sentiment of foreign scrutiny of Australia’s uncertain claim to the 

continent: the creation of a federal authority would show the world that “positive and 

constructive action was being taken to promote settlement on a vigorous plan, for the first 
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time in history, of northern Australia”.37 Arguments in favour of northern development had 

reached beyond regional and national benefit and entered the sphere of international politics.  

Another advantage of “the north” was its amorphous nature. Conceptions of the northern 

frontier could encompass parts of the inland and the west by reaching into  southern areas of 

the Northern Territory and across the Kimberley and Pilbara. While political and planning 

requirements at times recognised or imposed borders on the north, the region expanded and 

contracted at the behest of evolving interests. The PTNC imposed its own interests, setting 

the north clear boundaries: the Tropic of Capricorn in the south and the Australian coastline 

in the east, north, and west. In this conception, the north spread across state and territory 

borders, which further exemplified the super-region’s national significance. Indeed, the 

enthusiasm of Charles Court encouraged the PTNC to reach across the nation and connect the 

campaign to Western Australia. The conference in Wagga Wagga had been a watershed for 

Hopkins and illuminated the opportunity to exploit common misgivings about Australia’s 

northern neglect. Any notion that People the North would limit their campaign to north 

Queensland had been shattered. After the conclusion of the conference, the PTNC became a 

foundation member of the NCBD.38 The NCBD committed to the establishment of a statutory 

northern development corporation and a statutory national commission for balanced 

development.39  

The outcomes and sentiments expressed at the NCBD conference provided an immediate 

boost to the PTNC movement. The media exposure informed the committee’s ongoing 

strategy and elevated Hopkins’ public profile. While Larry Foley’s role at the conference was 

less evident, it is possible that he contributed to Hopkins’ speech and benefited from the 

opportunity to immerse himself in the politics and ideas of Australian development. The 

Sydney Morning Herald described Hopkins as a man “obsessed with the threat of Asian 

countries” and “capable of working until two o’clock in the morning, of holding business 

conferences at breakfast on Sundays, or of discussing ways of peopling the north in the 

darkness of a wind-swept picnic ground at midnight”.40 Hopkins had gained new conviction 

from the NCBD conference and media engagements in Sydney. He told the Sydney 
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journalist, Margaret Jones, that; “our North is rich, and perilously empty…Capricorn is the 

new frontier. We have the chance to build a white, Western civilisation right from the ground 

up, in a way the world has never seen before”.41 Hopkins’ assertive manner and clear purpose 

made a distinct impression on Jones, who wrote that “southerners who think of the north as a 

lotus-land, with industry lounging along at a pace to match the languorous climate, might find 

Mr Hopkins something of a shock”.42 Hopkins appeared to favourably contradict Jones’ 

stereotype of northerners made lazy or incapable by the tropical climate and he returned to 

Townsville to report on his experiences and newfound allies. In the letter to the PTNC ahead 

of its sixth official meeting on 8 December 1962, Hopkins drew attention to the role of 

international events in escalating interest in northern development.   

National awakening 

According to Hopkins, stage one of the PTNC campaign required a “national awakening” 

which had been partly achieved because of recent events in New Guinea.43 The minor dissent 

of other councillors in north Queensland had faded fast and the letter revealed that the PTNC 

chairman was now thinking about the national and international dimensions of the public 

relations campaign. Playing on the perceived fears of foreign threats on Australia’s northern 

border, Hopkins referenced the Indonesian President, Sukarno, and his negotiated deal to take  

control of Western New Guinea, along with the outbreak of cholera in the island’s east. On 

the latter issue, Melbourne’s Age newspaper editorialised that it was a “sharp and painful 

reminder that the ancient scourges of mankind are, like a volcano, waiting to erupt”.44 The 

epidemic sparked concern about quarantine protocols and the porous nature of Australia’s 

northern boundaries. Hopkins regarded developments on the island of New Guinea as major 

influences on public perceptions of security along the northern border.45  

New Guinea had long been a factor in Australia’s foreign policy and defence strategy. In 

1962, Australia—under partial United Nations direction—administered eastern sections of 

the New Guinea island and domestic political and economic interests were often at the 
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forefront of Commonwealth government administration in Papua and New Guinea (PNG).46 

Most notably, Australian authorities were careful not to formulate PNG development policies 

that interfered with national priorities such as White Australia and defence considerations.47 

Nevertheless, Australia’s long-standing stake in the complicated and evolving governing 

arrangements of the island of New Guinea had never stimulated massive domestic northern 

development schemes. Yet the situation in New Guinea was evolving. The cholera outbreak 

in the east and the UN-sanctioned Indonesian takeover of West New Guinea—scheduled for 

May 1963—could help the PTNC to mount a case for northern development.48 At least some 

opposition to Indonesian expansionism existed and Australian fears of Indonesia had gained 

pace under the leadership of the independent country’s first president, Sukarno.49  

Australian governments were aware of the Indonesian nationalism inspired by Sukarno’s 

leadership. Indonesian self-confidence, along with Sukarno’s political status and desire to 

expand Indonesian territory into the Dutch controlled West New Guinea, predated 1962.50 

Privately, Menzies and his government ministers were concerned and therefore watched 

developments closely.51 Yet publicly, the Australian government argued that no specific 

threat from Indonesia existed in 1962. During the formative months of the PTNC campaign, 

the Commonwealth government depicted a safe and stable national security environment. In 

1962, for example, the federal Coalition government Minister for External Affairs, Garfield 
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Barwick, claimed that there was “no evidence whatsoever of any potential threat to Australia, 

or to any Australian territorial interest”.52 

Such assurances did not deflate the swelling support for northern development, particularly in 

Townsville, where concerns around expansionist Asian powers and their potential to invade 

Australia’s north had recent historical context. Townsville’s local government leaders 

remembered the feelings of isolation and vulnerability experienced during Second World 

War. In December 1961, Townsville alderman George Roberts gave voice to the fears of 

foreign invasion that lingered in northern Australia. He claimed that “under existing 

conditions, it was not possible for Australia to expect to hold the north over the next 20 

years”. Roberts added that “it was essential that tremendous sums [of money] be spent in the 

development of this bastion of defence against the envious eyes of the East”.53 The common 

antidote to invasion was a bigger (white) population and a massive increase in northern 

development. Both themes underpinned the People the North campaign, but if the 

government continued to state that there was no threat, as Barwick had done at the start of 

1962, then the national security angle of the PTNC campaign appeared weak. Yet by the end 

of 1962, the Australian national security outlook had changed. 

The situation in New Guinea in particular was complex, involving a newly assertive 

Indonesia and shaped by Cold War considerations. Sukarno’s thirteen-year pro-Indonesian 

anti-colonialist struggle to expel the Dutch from West New Guinea had been partly resolved.  

Indonesia had secured, through the United Nations, a negotiated agreement with the United 

States, the Netherlands, and other parties to obtain territorial control over West New Guinea. 

In some respects, that suited the PTNC agenda by providing them with substance to use in the 

construction of the foreign threat scenario. There is little doubt that Cold War political 

calculations shaped the US position.54 Australia had preferred  Dutch control to continue 

beyond 1962 but was increasingly isolated on the international stage and was, in the end, 

powerless to prevent the transfer of control to Indonesia.55 The US had been relatively neutral 

on the topic of Dutch versus Indonesian control of West New Guinea until it concluded that 
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this position was inadvertently encouraging Indonesia’s Communist Party to win political 

support at the expense of Sukarno. The United States looked for a quick solution to quelling 

communist and, by extension, Soviet influence in Indonesia and appeased Sukarno’s desire to 

obtain West New Guinea.  

These high-level political calculations were well beyond the preserve of local governments in 

north Queensland and the invasion of the Australian mainland was never a real possibility, 

but Harry Hopkins and the PTNC sensed a public relations opportunity. They persisted with 

the notion that creeping Indonesian expansion—possibly even with international support—

remained a threat, and fears of foreign invasion had long underpinned much of the argument 

for urgent northern development. Hopkins’ argument that the north had to be developed to 

deter invasion might be dismissed as a simplification typical of local leaders or as mere 

parochialism. Yet federal political leaders exploited similar scenarios for political ends. Just 

before the deal to transfer control of West Guinea to Indonesia was finalised in August 1962, 

both the Australian prime minister and federal Labor opposition leader told domestic 

audiences that Australia must “populate or perish” at the hands of foreign incursion.56 The 

theatrics of politicising national security, population growth, and development were not just 

the domain of north Queensland’s local politicians—even the prime minister was prepared to 

tell certain audiences what they wanted to hear. As for the “national awakening”, there is 

some evidence to support Hopkins’ claim that Australia had stirred from its northern 

development slumber, but it was less clear whether the current awakening was just another 

episode in a series of temporary “Empty North” panics. If it were to lead to the 

transformative policies promoted by the PTNC, Hopkins would need the current awakening 

to be much more than a temporary panic. Without the sustained attention of regional and 

national media, the PTNC may not have subsequently decided to lobby the Queensland and 

Western Australian governments in 1963 (analysed in the following chapter). Therefore, it is 

worth exploring some of the attention given to northern development by media and 

politicians in 1962 that encouraged the PTNC to expand their activities. 

A review of newspapers from north Queensland, Sydney, and Melbourne demonstrated some 

evidence of a so-called national awakening. At the outset, the PTNC’s major focus was 
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publicity, yet the increased momentum behind public interest in northern development during 

1962 almost overtook the need to draw attention to the north. Throughout the year, numerous 

editorials emphasised the role of new power stations and water infrastructure in northern 

development. Some articles echoed the call for a federal authority to manage the north’s 

“huge mineral deposits”.57 There was relief that state and federal governments had finally 

realised “the urgent need for development in the north”.58  

The extensive articles published by the Melbourne journalist, Stuart Sayers, throughout July 

and August 1962, best demonstrated the escalated interest in northern development. Sayers 

published at least seven major articles in an Age series about northern development. Some of 

the articles spread across two pages of a broadsheet newspaper and featured maps, 

photographs, and emphatic claims from a variety of sources about the potential and necessity 

of northern development. While the articles mentioned People the North, there was no 

obvious connection between Sayers and the committee, but the Melbourne journalist had 

unknowingly forged a path for Larry Foley to follow.  

Sayers wrote the articles after joining an annual “fact-finding” mission led by the federal 

Liberal member for Macarthur and chair of the federal government’s Food and Agricultural 

Committee, Jeff Bate. The fact-finding tour included Labor politicians and exemplified an 

interest in northern lands invigorated by better maps and knowledge of the environment and 

recent scientific developments, which could help turn the untamed wilderness into a 

productive national estate. It was the fourth consecutive year politicians had ventured north to 

measure the agricultural potential of tropical regions. In 1962, the fact-finding tour travelled 

by plane from Port Hedland and Kununurra in the northwest, to Darwin and Katherine in the 

Northern Territory and to Karumba, Townsville, and Rockhampton in Queensland. The 

articles published by Sayers paid particular attention to “development projects now bringing a 

revolution to life in the North”.59 Sayers emphasised the role of scientific research in 

informing new perspectives about northern land and argued that Australia had a moral 

obligation to develop empty spaces.60 He described the PTNC’s demands for a massive 

development scheme financed by the Commonwealth and joined the call for a national 

authority to manage northern lands. Like many others at the time, Sayers made comparisons 

 
57 Editorial, "A National Plan for the North," Age, 31 July 1962, 2; "Collinsville Power Station to Serve 
Important Role in North Development," NQR 1962, 3. 
58 "Urgency for Development of North Being Realised," NQR, 21 April 1962, 1. 
59 Stuart Sayers, "The Revolution in Australia's North," Age, 28 July 1962, 1. 
60 "Stirrings in the Never Never (1) - Australia's North: The Awakening Giant," Age, 28 July 1962, 2. 



Chapter Six: A National Awakening—the 1962 National Council for Balanced Development Conference   157 

  

with the Snowy Mountains Hydro-Electric Authority.61 Other articles in the series focused on 

the “waiting wealth” in northern Australia, advancing the narrative that empty tropical lands 

were full of potential but without urgent government action would lay wasting away.62 In one 

sense, the articles represented a shifting perspective: while the national security rationale for 

northern development remained ambiguous, the economic argument was explicit. Federal 

Labor politicians, looking to expand upon their electoral gains from December 1961, 

amplified these ideas. 

Demands for a federal authority also came from the Northern Territory Labor member, John 

Norman (Jock) Nelson, who said: “it has been demonstrated that an authority such as the 

Snowy Mountains Authority is the only type that is capable of doing the job [of Northern 

Development] on a national scale”.63 Nelson was sure of its priority, saying that “of all 

Australia’s pressing needs, the task which transcends all in importance is the development of 

Australia’s north”.64 Whether it was plain politics, fact-finding missions, international events, 

or media articles like those written by Sayers, all of the publicity helped to keep northern 

development in the national spotlight and convince Hopkins of a national awakening. 

Another part of Hopkins’ letter to the PTNC in December 1962 had identified “stage two” of 

the campaign: “the matter of method of developing the north”.65 Now that the nation was 

awake, the PTNC had to focus on how to develop the north.66 Yet it would not be so simple, 

and the campaign’s administrators soon became mired in the realities of an expansive and 

complicated political objective. As the movement approached its first anniversary in February 

1963, administrative and financial matters dominated PTNC meeting agendas. The campaign 

had grown quicker than expected, and thus operating the PTNC had become more expensive. 

67  Managing and financing the national campaign dominated committee discussions, but 

there was no consideration given to scaling back or limiting to a Queensland focus. Members 

of the PTNC accepted that the costs of the campaign, which stemmed from items such as 
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membership of the NCBD, travel budgets and tape recorders, a camera, press cutting services 

and other equipment for Larry Foley, had placed pressure on the committee’s finances.68 

Foley had also requested a £500 per annum salary increase, which the PTNC approved to 

take effect from 1 May 1963. The increase would take Foley’s annual salary to £3500 per 

year. These expenses emphasised the need for careful financial management, especially given 

that the campaign had set clear objectives to measure progress. 

As a result, the PTNC sought further financial support from industry and commercial 

interests in north Queensland. The committee sent requests to groups such as the Tableland 

Co-operative Butter Association, the Sawmillers’ Association, and the Australian Sugar 

Producers Association. Hopkins requested a review of the financial commitment of councils 

and asked the Mackay Regional Board to increase its future funding.69 Some of the financial 

pressure was alleviated in April 1963, when one of the campaign’s architects, Bill Walkley, 

donated £2000 to the PTNC. The donation signified the ongoing influence of Walkley and 

provided advice to the campaign during 1963. 

The PTNC vision: fresh energy, same old nationalist ideas 

While the NQLGA had worked hard to ensure that north Queensland received its “fair share” 

of national resources, the People the North campaign expanded that historic platform and 

demanded that the nation prioritise northern development. The latter objective necessitated 

the embrace of national political narratives. Yet rather than presenting new and persuasive 

arguments for developing the north, the PTNC rehashed existing ideas about the threat of 

foreign invasion and the immorality of leaving land undeveloped. The NCBD—and indeed 

the national political and international events surrounding it—encouraged Hopkins to 

strengthen his commitment to those established narratives and to a white northern Australia. 

At the Wagga Wagga conference, he found that government representatives elsewhere in 

Australia shared the concerns raised by his local government colleagues in north Queensland. 

Hopkins forged a relationship with Charles Court and the connection between the men would 

later have a major impact on PTNC lobbying. In some respects, the NCBD conference was an 

echo chamber rather than a challenge to rethink campaign strategy or alter the PTNC’s policy 

proposals. The publicity that followed the NCBD conference demonstrated widespread public 

 
68 “Sixth PTNC Meeting: Minutes”, 8 December 1962, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
69 “Seventh PTNC Meeting: Minutes”, 31 January 1963, Ibid. 
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interest in northern affairs. The prominence of those concerns encouraged the PTNC to 

embark upon direct lobbying of state and federal politicians.
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Figure 3: Cairns City Council Library  
Source: Photograph by Patrick White, 11 October 2022. 
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Figure 4: “The Situation in Brief”  

The above map is similar to the one produced by the Townsville City Council and used by Harry Hopkins and the at the NCBD conference in 1962.  
Source: “People the North Committee – Miscellaneous Correspondence, 1968-1969”, QSA, Item ID290918. 
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Figure 5: “North of Capricorn by 1973”  
The PTNC produced different versions of the prop used at the NCBD conference. This map reflects the PTNC 
objective to increase the population of northern Australia from 350,000 to one million within a decade. Source: 
“People the North Committee – Miscellaneous Correspondence, 1968-1969”, QSA, Item ID290918. 
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Chapter Seven: Brokering an Interstate Alliance, 1962-1963 

In the wake of the publicity from the NCBD conference, the PTNC opened a second front in 

their campaign for a national accord on northern development. The PTNC raised the stakes 

by lobbying senior politicians to implement specific policy commitments. From early 1963, 

the campaign recruited high-profile intellectuals to assist in the development of policy and 

engaged in direct political lobbying, often focusing on state governments, and eventually 

persuading Queensland and Western Australia to strike a new partnership on northern policy. 

Later in 1963, Hopkins joined a deputation led by the economist and former High 

Commissioner of Australia in Canada, Douglas Copland, and met with Prime Minister Robert 

Menzies to vocalise collective concerns regarding national development. Shortly after the 

meeting, Menzies called an early federal election and announced new northern development 

policies. 

Lobbying politicians directly in 1963 broke with the original focus of the campaign. The 

PTNC had originally concentrated on using the media to shape public opinion, but the NCBD 

conference encouraged the committee to engage politicians directly. At the first NQLGA 

meeting of 1963, Hopkins told councillors that the NCBD conference had been an “excellent 

break” for PTNC.1 The conference opened new doors and connected the PTNC to a wider 

network of support. In March 1963, the Federal Government Members’ Development 

Committee invited Hopkins and Foley to Canberra to present their case for northern 

development. Hopkins said that “the invitation to go to Canberra came out of the blue [and 

was] the best possible indication that our message is getting across, especially in the 

influential quarters where it counts most”.2 The sudden momentum behind the campaign in 

early 1963 prompted Mareeba’s Mick Borzi and Mackay’s Reg Horn to propose a PTNC 

deputation to the Queensland government. Hopkins agreed, “the time was now right to 

advance the PTNC movement in the state capital”.3  

In light of its newfound confidence and an increased public profile, the PTNC organised a 

deputation to the Queensland Premier, Frank Nicklin. The deputation intended to clarify 

Nicklin’s position on development and discuss the formation of a “Northern Development 

 
1 "People the North - Wagga Congress Was Great Boost," NQR, 2 February 1963, 5. 
2 PTNC Committee, Press Release, “Untitled”, 20 March 1963, SLQ, Box 18803, PTNC by NQLGA, Item 
barcode 77394674. 
3 "Deputation, N.Q. Development, to Be Sought," NQR, 2 February 1962, 47. 
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Corporation”; otherwise known as a federal northern development authority.4 The PTNC’s 

foray south to the Queensland capital followed encouraging signs that the Western Australian 

state government supported the concept.5 Hopkins imagined that if the Queensland 

government were equally receptive, the PTNC could engineer a powerful alliance against 

Commonwealth indifference. Whereas the NQLGA of the 1950s had emphasised patience 

and diplomacy, the PTNC’s dealings with the Queensland and Western Australian 

governments in 1963 were direct and demanding.6 Further to discussing an interstate alliance 

with Nicklin in April that year, the “six purposeful men” of the PTNC asked “the premier to 

support its proposal that the federal government set up a Northern Development Corporation 

to carry out a large-scale, long-term programme to develop, industrialise, and populate 

Australia’s empty north”.7 The decision to meet and convey that message to Nicklin foretold 

the tactical direction adopted by the PTNC over the coming years, and kindled a sequence of 

events which defined the campaign’s legacy. 

This chapter analyses the rapidly evolving PTNC campaign in 1963. It explores why the 

campaign opened a second front and illuminates the reversal of recent moves by the NQLGA 

to prioritise Commonwealth over state government policy. The PTNC attempted to rally state 

governments and public opinion against the federal government—an ambitious and risky 

strategy, which led to north Queensland’s local governments wielding unprecedented 

political influence. Yet running concurrent to the high points in 1963 were key mistakes, 

setting conditions for a long and slow decline of PTNC relevance. The chapter begins by 

exploring the sudden tactical pivot toward lobbying politicians in Western Australia and 

Queensland. 

Opening the door to an interstate alliance  

In the early months of 1963, the PTNC urged the Queensland and Western Australian state 

governments to form an alliance to lobby the Commonwealth Government to create a federal 

northern development authority. The PTNC had learned through the Federation of Chambers 

of Commerce of North Queensland that the Western Australian state government led by 

 
4 “Seventh PTNC Meeting: Minutes”, 31 January 1963, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
5 David Brand, Premier of Western Australia, to FCCNQ, 31 October 1962, “Development of Northern 
Australia (hereafter DNA) – 1961-1963”, QSA, Item ID540578. 
6 PTNC Committee, Press Release, “Deputation to the Premier of Queensland”, 1 April 1963, SLQ, Call 
number: Box 18803, PTNC by NQLGA, Item barcode 77394674. 
7 Ibid. 
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Liberal Premier David Brand was keen to develop the continent’s north-west. Hopkins and 

his colleagues suddenly realised the potential of an interstate alliance. 

The PTNC sent a list of policy suggestions and a “plan of attack” to the Queensland and WA 

governments. The plan described how interstate cooperation could persuade the 

Commonwealth to establish a forerunner for a federal northern development authority. The 

forerunner would be a national commission charged with undertaking an exploratory survey 

of northern lands and drafting a long-term development strategy.8 A federal northern 

development authority would bring conclusion to the process of European settlement and 

secure sovereignty over Australia’s tropical regions. Only these outcomes could dispel the 

historic fears entwined with emptiness rhetoric and empower the settler nation to master its 

tropical estate. As Copland wrote to Hopkins in May 1963: 

as you can imagine this [federal northern development authority] would be not only an 

economic operation of great significance, but also a move by Australia to demonstrate to 

the world, and particularly to its near neighbours in the north, that it was setting out, for 

the first time in its history, to promote a balanced development plan in north Australia. [It 

would show the world that] Australia is fully aware of its obligation to develop the north, 

and it is determined to utilise all the resources at its disposal for this purpose. This would 

be balanced development in Australia on a grand scale and would, apart from the 

physical resources that would be developed, create a new concept of Australia’s new 

sense of nationhood.9   

The PTNC based their push for cooperation between Western Australia and Queensland on 

the previous efforts of northern chambers of commerce organisations. From late 1961, the 

Federation of Chambers of Commerce of North Queensland began a flurry of correspondence 

with major governments about northern development. While initially focused on Queensland 

government policy, the influential correspondence quickly spread to include senior 

authorities from the Northern Territory and Western Australia. The letters showed the 

Queensland’s sensitivity to pressure from northern lobbyists and highlighted Western 

Australian perspectives on national northern development policy. In effect, the FCCNQ’s 

persistence opened the door for the PTNC campaign. Furthermore, the Federation’s efforts 

demonstrated that PTNC policy objectives did not materialise in a sudden vacuum. Dreams of 

 
8 PTNC Committee, “Submission to the Queensland-Western Australia Talks on a Northern Development 
Authority – 8 July 1963”, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
9 Copland to Hopkins, 23 May 1963, SLQ, Box 18803, PTNC by NQLGA, Item barcode 77394674. 
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a great transcontinental partnership in the Australian tropics were not isolated to Harry 

Hopkins and Larry Foley, and the committee’s lobbying tactics reflected broader regional 

aspirations. Those aspirations were given practical purpose by the FCCNQ in October 1961.  

Following the FCCNQ’s annual meeting in Mackay, the Daily Mercury reported that the 

Federation had resolved to ask the Queensland Premier, Frank Nicklin, to appoint a “special 

minister for northern development”.10 The Federation also urged individual members to 

contact the premier directly and in one example, the Ayr Chamber of Commerce wrote: “we 

hope that you, as leader of the government, will do everything possible to implement your 

election promises [from 1957] and get on with the job of tackling the problem of northern 

development”.11 Nicklin had already responded to a similar letter from the Ingham Chamber 

of Commerce, and poured cold water on the notion of a ministry dedicated to the north. The 

premier argued that it was “contrary to the concept of collective ministerial responsibility to 

the state as a whole” and “if such a proposal were carried to its logical conclusion, there 

would have to be a Minister for Development for every division of the state”.12 The slightly 

condescending and, at times, dismissive tone of the three page letter argued that the 

Queensland “government and its officials are fully conversant with the needs and potential of 

all parts of the state, and know how best it can be developed”. The premier insisted that “we 

have done everything within our power to promote northern progress” and referred to his 

government’s “battle” against other states for federal funds. Nicklin appealed for loyalty from 

northern interests and urged “every section of the Queensland community to join in the 

fight”.13 State government responses to enquiries about development policy from northern 

organisations often deflected to the Commonwealth or stoked interstate rivalry. 

In January 1962, the FCCNQ replied to the premier and upped the ante. They agreed that “the 

task and cost [of developing northern regions] was beyond the resources of the Queensland 

State [and therefore, it is up to] the Commonwealth to finance this work”.14 Before getting to 

its major policy proposal, the Federation’s letter referenced the “influential gathering in 

Townsville in May 1961” (a reference to the AIM conference), and outlined evolving 

concerns about the lack of population and industrial growth in northern regions.15 A mention 

 
10 "Minister for North Suggested," DM, 16 October 1961, 2. 
11 Malcolm Kirke, Secretary, Ayr Chamber of Commerce, to Nicklin, 13 February 1962, “DNA – 1961-1963”, 
QSA, Item ID540578. 
12 Nicklin to T. Banwell, Secretary, Ingham Chamber of Commerce, 15 November 1961, Ibid. 
13 Nicklin to Banwell, 15 November 1961, “DNA – 1961-1963”, QSA, Item ID540578. 
14 C. Rains, Secretary, FCCNQ, to Nicklin, 4 January 1962, Ibid. 
15 Rains to Nicklin, 4 January 1962, Ibid. 
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of the “the present New Guinea situation” and the vulnerability of Australia’s north, 

particularly the north-west, demonstrated that business community concerns had expanded 

from regional to continental. The FCCNQ conceptualised northern problems in national and 

international contexts. Finally, the Federation argued that Western Australia had recognised 

the imperatives of tropical development—and challenged “the [Nicklin] government to 

request the federal government to set up a North Australian Development Authority”.16 

Nicklin’s response was genial but evasive, although he assured the Federation that, its 

members “need have no fear that the requirements of north Queensland will receive full and 

careful consideration in conjunction with other parts of the state”.17  

The FCCNQ were not satisfied and their persistence finally prompted Nicklin to reconsider 

his views on northern policy.18 Following a Federal Loan’s Council meeting in June 1962, 

Nicklin said that “urgent steps should be taken to develop more rapidly, the largely under-

developed states like Queensland and Western Australia”.19 Nicklin was “convinced that the 

Commonwealth intends to provide for greater development of northern Australia”. Yet the 

FCCNQ were not prepared to wait for the Commonwealth to prioritise northern regions—the 

Menzies Government had won six elections in a row since 1949 and northern development 

had not become a top priority.  

Instead of hoping for a change in Commonwealth priorities, the Federation rallied the states. 

In August 1962, the FCCNQ encouraged the premiers of Queensland and Western Australia, 

along with the Administrator of the Northern Territory, to join forces and lobby the 

Commonwealth for a federal northern development authority.20 Nicklin was the first to 

respond and he rejected the principle of a federal authority. The Queensland premier claimed 

current arrangements between the states and federal authorities worked well and wrote “the 

present Commonwealth Government is much more receptive and sympathetic to soundly 

based developmental projects which can ultimately assist our economy”.21 At the time, state 

governments applied for federal funding for individual development projects. The 

Commonwealth generally granted funds if proposals aligned with national economic 

 
16 Ibid. 
17 Nicklin to Rains, 15 January 1962, Ibid. 
18 For example: Rains to Nicklin, 6 April 1962, Ibid. 
19 "'Develop the North' Message at Talk," CM, 6 June 1962, 3. 
20 Rains to Roger Nott, Administrator of the Northern Territory, 28 August 1962; Rains to David Brand, Premier 
of Western Australia, 28 August 1962; Rains to Nicklin, 27 August 1962, [all letters found in]: “DNA – 1961-
1963”, QSA, Item ID540578. 
21 Nicklin to Rains, 10 September 1962, Ibid. 
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objectives and Nicklin preferred that the competitive model continue. He reasoned that a new 

authority would not raise additional funds and would likely go the way of the 1940s NADC, 

which according to Nicklin, lacked funds and became known for recommendations, reports, 

and little action.22 

Nicklin forwarded copies of his response to the FCCNQ to the Western Australian Premier, 

David Brand, and to Roger Nott, the Administrator of the Northern Territory. Brand took 

several more weeks to respond and Nicklin continued correspondence with the FCCNQ. 

These communications revealed that the FCCNQ had also written to Federal Minister for 

National Development Senator William Spooner, who was prepared to explore the federal 

authority concept if the states came up with a “workable plan”.23 The federal minister’s 

response added pressure on Nicklin, and in the background the chorus of public calls for a 

federal northern development authority was getting louder. Declarations of support came 

from the Associated Chambers of Commerce of Australia and the deputy Labor leader, 

Gough Whitlam.24  

Despite the pressure, Nicklin dug in and disputed FCCNQ comparisons between the Snowy 

Mountains Hydro-Electric Authority and a potential northern development authority. He 

argued that the Snowy Mountains Authority had been set up to manage a specific 

construction job in a confined area, which was unlike the prospect of developing northern 

Australia.25 Nicklin had changed his opinion on the matter: in 1959, he had responded 

favourably to Bill Walkley’s suggestion that an “organisation like the Snowy Mountains 

Authority could be set up to develop areas of northern Australia”.26 Back then, the Nicklin 

Coalition were just two years into their first term of government—following 25 consecutive 

years of Labor governments—and Queensland resources were at the centre of rising 

optimism about national development. Nicklin won another election victory in 1960, making 

his coalition the first conservative government to be re-elected in Queensland since 1912.27 

 
22 Ibid. 
23 Rains to Nicklin, 16 October 1962, Ibid. 
24 “Economic Enquiry: importance of early announcement”, Canberra Comments – Official Organ of the 
Associated Chambers of Commerce of Australia, vol. 16, no. 9, 15 September 1962, found in: “DNA – 1961-
1963”, QSA, Item ID540578; "Renewed Call by A.L.P. On North Plan," CM, 29 October 1962, 3. 
25 Nicklin to Rains, 31 October 1962, “DNA – 1961-1963”, QSA, Item ID540578. 
26 "Snowy-Type Body Proposed for Australia's North," SMH, 12 October 1959, 5; "North Plan Backed," SMH, 
13 October 1959, 27. 
27 "Liberal-Country Party Govt. Returned in Q'ld.," SMH, 30 May 1960, 5. 
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Nicklin’s evolving views on northern development at least demonstrated a flexibility on 

major policy, and his position shifted yet again. 

The WA state government finally entered the debate on 31 October 1962. In a win for the 

FCCNQ, Premier David Brand wrote to Nicklin and said that “the views of the Western 

Australian and Queensland Governments on this matter are different”.28 Brand declared his 

government had supported the federal authority concept since at least 1958, when it had 

“been written into State Liberal Party Policy”. The WA premier explained that his party had 

tried, without success, to persuade the Commonwealth to adopt the concept in the late 1950s 

and that “our Minister for North West, Charles Court, [was under the impression] the general 

principle was acceptable to Queensland”.29 In replying to the FCCNQ directly, Brand 

outlined the short history of his government’s attempts to convince the Commonwealth to 

change direction on northern development. “Our view was that [combining] State and 

Commonwealth representatives on a properly established Authority would eliminate 

parochialism”.30 Nonetheless, Brand believed that “one thing is certain—and that is the fact 

that the development of Northern areas is beyond the financial capabilities of the State 

Governments and northern development must be treated as a national concern”.31 The WA 

premier’s views were exactly what the FCCNQ and PTNC  campaign wanted to hear. While 

at this stage—October and November 1962—the PTNC had not yet settled on a tactic of 

encouraging interstate cooperation, they were becoming aware of the foundations being laid 

by the FCCNQ. 

Harry Hopkins and Larry Foley had attended the FCCNQ’s annual meeting on 6 and 7 

October 1962, where the Federation had at least “considered” (likely discussed at length) the 

correspondence with Nicklin.32 Their attendance at the meeting symbolised the recent growth 

of cooperation in north Queensland. Just a year earlier, the FCCNQ had been uncertain 

whether to support the emergence of the PTNC campaign. The potential for a protracted 

contest over leadership of north Queensland’s development priorities had evaporated. The 

 
28 Brand to Nicklin, 31 October 1962, “DNA – 1961-1963”, QSA, Item ID540578. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Brand to Rains, 31 October 1962, “DNA – 1961-1963”, QSA, Item ID540578. 
31 Ibid 
32 Evidence of the FCCNQ’s consideration of the matter, and Nicklin’s responses so far, is contained in the first 
paragraph of a Federation letter to the Queensland premier: Rains to Nicklin, 16 October 1962, Ibid. 
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FCCNQ President, Lewis Davies-Graham, publicly labelled the PTNC as a positive addition 

in the region’s push to accelerate development.33  

In all likelihood, Davies-Graham showed Hopkins and Foley the FCCNQ’s correspondence 

with the state premiers. While Brand’s letter to the FCCNQ arrived after the Federation 

meeting attended by Hopkins and Foley in October 1962, the PTNC men were probably 

made aware of the contrasting state government responses—smoothing the path for Hopkins 

to have meaningful engagement with Charles Court at the NCBD conference in late 

November 1962. After encountering Court’s enthusiasm for northern development, Hopkins 

decided to challenge the Queensland Government and commence an important phase in the 

PTNC campaign. 

Hopkins tightens the screws on Nicklin 

Primarily because of his positively received performance at the 1962 NCBD conference, 

Hopkins at the end of 1962 was growing in stature and confidence: he informed his PTNC 

colleagues that the nation had awoken to the urgency of northern development.34 Indeed, on 9 

December that year Hopkins made a statement which criticised the Queensland government 

for not fully recognising the need to capitalise on growing national attention on northern 

Australia. Brisbane’s Sunday Mail quoted Hopkins, who appeared to be intent upon 

provoking interstate rivalry, rather than collaboration: “Queensland has to hop in for its cut of 

federal aid and use Commonwealth enthusiasm for the potential of northern Australia, instead 

of letting Western Australia get away with the lion’s share”.35 Hopkins tried to provoke a 

response from the Queensland government, and he added that: 

The biggest drawback is the slowness of some Queenslanders to wake up to how things 

have changed … there have been fabulous mineral discoveries. Whole new industries 

have opened. They make the country easier to develop. They also make it more 

dangerous to leave undeveloped because it is now more attractive to other people. The 

Federal Government is now very sensitive to anything asked for in the North. We should 

take advantage of it, but the demand must come from Queenslanders as well as the rest of 

 
33 "Significant Steps Taken in Northern Development," NQR, 13 October 1962, 7. 
34 Hopkins to PTNC, 4 December 1962, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
35 "'Must Cash in on Federal Aid' Development Plea," Sunday Mail, 9 December 1962, 4. 
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Australia. At the moment, I think Queensland is lagging behind in making those 

demands.36 

Yet while he was privy to Nicklin’s responses to the FCCNQ, Hopkins was not fully 

informed on the premier’s softening views on the federal northern development authority. 

Nicklin had corresponded privately with David Brand, who was open to cooperation with 

Queensland. Nicklin told Brand that “actually, we have no objection to such an Authority but 

if it is to work, it must have access to funds and a full technical and constructional staff to put 

its plans into effect”.37 With these words, momentum had shifted in favour of interstate 

cooperation. Had Hopkins known, he may not have made provocative comments to the 

Sunday Mail, but it was too late: the article irritated Nicklin and placed an uneasy cloud over 

the relationship between PTNC and the Queensland government.  

Nicklin’s response to Hopkins was swift, expressing displeasure at the insinuation that the 

Queensland government was failing the north. Nicklin was “disturbed” by the allegations 

made by Hopkins, telling the Townsville alderman that he had considered a public retort, but 

had chosen the diplomatic option of a private letter instead.38 Nonetheless, Nicklin’s letter 

admonished the PTNC chairman for statements that “could be construed by the reading 

public as criticism of the Queensland Government for inaction and apathy in the cause of 

North Queensland development”.39 A state election was due to be held in 1963 and Nicklin 

was alert to the potential advantage such comments might give to the government’s political 

rivals. The state Labor opposition often criticised the Queensland coalition on its record of 

securing funding from the federal government and alleged that the Commonwealth Treasury 

regarded them as “pushovers”.40 On the one hand, it was a potentially damaging public 

relations error for Hopkins to criticise a powerful potential ally in public; on the other, it was 

a bold strategic move, which grabbed the attention of the Queensland premier, helping to 

stimulate negotiations. On that front, several passages in Nicklin’s letter to Hopkins were 

encouraging for the PTNC. For example, Nicklin agreed northern development was “vital to 

the national interest”, “particularly from the viewpoint of security”.41 

 
36 Ibid. 
37 Nicklin to Brand, 15 November 1962, “DNA – 1961-1963”, QSA, Item ID540578. 
38 Nicklin to Hopkins, 12 December 1962, “DNA – 1961-1963”, QSA, Item ID540578. 
39 Ibid. 
40 In equal measure, the Australian Labor Party in Queensland also criticised the Nicklin Government for failing 
to make efficient use of the Commonwealth funds it did receive. See: Colin A. Hughes, Images and Issues: The 
Queensland State Elections of 1963 and 1966 (Canberra: ANU Press, 1969). 32-33, 51-52. 
41 Nicklin to Hopkins, 12 December 1962, “DNA – 1961-1963”, QSA, Item ID540578. 
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As political scientist Colin Hughes noted during the 1960s, Nicklin had a reputation for 

carefully managing the relationships needed to underpin his leadership and build political 

consensus.42 The letter to Hopkins exemplified this, with Nicklin leaving the door ajar for 

Hopkins by stating that “I cordially assure you of our fullest cooperation and assistance in 

every possible way, and we will welcome any approaches to that end [of developing northern 

Australia]”.43 In a reciprocal gesture, the PTNC expressed appreciation for the Queensland 

Government’s commitment to northern development. Hopkins attempted to clear up the 

“misunderstanding” and suggested a meeting between Nicklin and the PTNC sometime in the 

future to discuss the committee’s strategy to lobby the Commonwealth.44 

In the New Year, Hopkins followed up with the premier, outlined the PTNC’s agenda, and 

requested an official meeting. Hopkins enclosed a copy of Charles Court’s speech from the 

NCBD conference to emphasise the growing enthusiasm for northern development in 

Western Australia.  He appealed to the premier’s political instincts by “earnestly” asking the 

premier “to support the PTNC movement”, clarifying that it wished to encourage a new state 

and federal government “partnership to handle the specific job of industrialising, developing, 

and populating the North”.45 There was no mention of the Northern Territory—in an earlier 

letter Nicklin had pointed out that “while Western Australia and Queensland possess certain 

sovereign rights as states, the Northern Territory does not. As its name implies, it is a 

territory of the Commonwealth Government and is administered by an Administrator 

responsible to the Governor-General”.46 There is nothing to suggest the PTNC had a different 

interpretation. In the coming years, the campaign did not seek local and regional allies in the 

NT. Hopkins chose to focus on leveraging state and federal governments through the media. 

He publicly declared that “we feel that the [Queensland] Premier should make it quite clear 

[to the federal government] that action is required urgently by working as a team”.47  

Nicklin’s response to Hopkins’ letter was short; he expressed an interest in the PTNC 

campaign but did not suggest a meeting or indicate a position on policy.48 Soon afterwards, 

the PTNC tried to a different approach to organising a meeting with the premier, sending a 

 
42 Hughes, Images and Issues, 76-80. 
43 Nicklin to Hopkins, 12 December 1962, “DNA – 1961-1963”, QSA, Item ID540578. 
44 Hopkins to Nicklin, 20 December 1962, Ibid. 
45 Hopkins to Nicklin, 29 January 1963, Ibid. 
46 Nicklin to Rains, 10 September 1962, Ibid. 
47 "Deputation, N.Q. Development, to Be Sought," NQR, 2 February 1962, 47. 
48 Nicklin to Hopkins, 7 February 1963, QSA, “DNA – 1961-1963”, QSA, Item ID540578. 
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formal request on NQLGA letterhead.49 The letter appeared to demonstrate that it was not 

just Hopkins behind the new push for development from north Queensland; it was the twenty-

four member NQLGA. Nicklin finally responded in the affirmative and Hopkins told the 

North Queensland Register that “it is of course exactly the reaction we hoped for and 

knowing the premier, fully expected … I am sure we will have a fruitful discussion and be 

able to advance the cause of northern development”.50 Over the following weeks, 

arrangements were made for six members of the PTNC to discuss the “setting up of a 

Northern Development Corporation” with the Premier in Brisbane on 1 April 1963.51 

A meeting with the Queensland Premier was an important opportunity for the PTNC. It was a 

chance to promote the committee’s agenda and cultivate the support of a powerful ally. Eager 

to build momentum and increase a sense of anticipation around outcomes, the committee 

promoted the meeting by issuing at least two press releases in the lead up, which included 

numerous statements of intent, a short history of PTNC, and biographical information on 

committee members.52 The messages reflected the committee’s strategy of promotion. Larry 

Foley ensured that the Queensland media were aware the PTNC were journeying to Brisbane 

to “speak for the 239,000 inhabitants of the area from Sarina to Thursday Island and 

extending inland to Georgetown and Dalrymple Shire”.53  

The PTNC’s meeting with Nicklin attracted the attention of Brisbane’s three television 

stations.54 The Courier-Mail featured a photograph of the PTNC and Hopkins told the 

newspaper of the “tens of thousands of square miles which have never been explored” that 

could be unlocked and developed under the direction of a federal northern development 

authority.55 Hopkins deliberately highlighted the so-called opportunities of untapped potential 

in northern Australia to justify the PTNC and increase pressure on Nicklin. The meeting 

prompted media interest in the Queensland Government’s plan for northern development.  

 
49 GM Stephenson, Secretary of the PTNC and NQLGA, to Nicklin, 8 February 1963, Ibid. 
50 "People the North Deputation with Premier Welcomed," NQR, 9 February 1963, 3. 
51 Nicklin to Stephenson, 12 February 1963; Nicklin to Stephenson, 1 March 1963; Stephenson to Nicklin, 18 
March 1963: “DNA – 1961-1963”, QSA, Item ID540578. 
52 Larry Foley, PTNC Committee Press Release, [Untitled], 20 March 1963, SLQ, call number: Box 18803, 
“PTNC by NQLGA”, Item barcode 77394674; Larry Foley, PTNC Committee, Press Release, Deputation to the 
Premier, 30 March 1963, SLQ, Call number: Box 18803, “PTNC by NQLGA”, Item barcode 77394674. 
53 "People North Committee See Premier," NQR, 30 March 1963, 47. 
54 "People the North Case to Premier," NQR, 6 April 1963, 23. 
55 "Aust. Could Have 6 More Isas in North Qld.," CM, 1 April 1963, 7. 
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A black north? 

Before the meeting, PTNC sent a compendium to the premier outlining their arguments for a 

national accord on northern development. The compendium contained policy 

recommendations and proposals for further action. The PTNC restated their belief that 

population growth was the ultimate measure of success by reasoning that economic benefit 

was less important than claiming the land. That view was justified in racial terms. White 

population growth would diminish the potential for foreign incursion and avoid a situation 

where “a large tract of Australia’s currently unused territory were transferred under United 

Nations auspices to another race”.56 For the PTNC, the lack of white population in the north 

conjured the spectre of threat from worldwide institutions or military invasion. The 

intellectual dimensions of this supposed threat had origins in the principles of the White 

Australia policy, which clearly remained influential in debates about northern development in 

the 1960s. The PTNC’s counter measures against international intervention (and contribution 

to upholding the White Australia ideal) included rapid white population growth and 

development of northern lands. These measures left little room for existing claims posited by 

the various Indigenous groups, which had occupied northern lands long before white settlers 

fretted over their own inadequate claims.  

Indigenous Australian rights were not mainstream politics when local governments 

established the PTNC in 1962, but Indigenous land rights was gradually emerging as a 

national issue. On 14 August 1963, the federal House of Representatives received the first of 

several Yirrkala Bark Petitions from the Yolngu people in the Northern Territory.57 The Bark 

Petitions protested against the federal government’s recent decision to repurpose territory 

originally quarantined for the Arnhem Land reserve to mining exploration.58 The petitions 

asserted Indigenous title over lands and cultural sites in Northeast Arnhem and helped to 

encourage the Federal Council for Aboriginal Advancement (FCAA), founded in 1958, to 

broaden its campaign for greater inclusion of Indigenous concerns in Australian policy 

debates.59 By March 1964, the FCAA gathered around 140 delegates in Canberra to discuss 

matters such as protesting to the United Nations over the treatment of Australia’s first 
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57 “Aborigines Draw Up Bark Painting Petition,” SMH, 15 August 1964, 4; “House Hears Plea in Strange 
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inhabitants.60 The FCAA united various city and state-based leagues broadly devoted to 

improving the civil rights of Indigenous Australians.  

The FCAA pushed claims for Indigenous land rights on a national scale, building influence 

on Australian politics at the same time that PTNC was lobbying for northern development.61 

In part because of migration and changes to the population of Cairns and Townsville, north 

Queensland was at the heart of parallel lobbying campaigns, which sought major changes to 

national legislation. As noted by historian Sue Taffe, “Cairns was a magnet both for 

Aboriginal people moving south from the Cape York missions and Torres Strait Islanders 

moving to the mainland in search of work”.62 In 1960, the Advancement of Aboriginals and 

Torres Strait Islanders formed a league in Cairns. Torres Strait Islanders were a key part of 

the broader civil rights movement in north Queensland, which soon spread to Townsville. In 

1961, the FCAA held its fourth annual conference in Brisbane and elected Cairns man, Joe 

McGinness, as its first Aboriginal president.63 By 1964, agitations from north Queensland-

based members stimulated the FCAA to rename itself the Federal Council for the 

Advancement of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders (FCAATSI).64 The PTNC and 

FCAATSI represented different strands of politics that were active at the same time. They 

shared an interest in northern Australia but advocated differing objectives—and there is no 

evidence of contact between the groups.  

In some respects, the PTNC missed an opportunity to ally with elements of the campaigns for 

Aboriginal advancement. Moreover, northern development enthusiasts—who expressed 

concern about international intervention—overlooked how the rapidly growing Indigenous 

population in northern Australia provided a strong argument for sovereignty, and a potential 

buttress against interference by a trans-national institution. While the PTNC seemed 

oblivious to the emergence of FCAATSI, the region’s local governments were not completely 

negligent of the interests of Indigenous Australians. Councils became increasingly aware of 
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how their concerns intersected with local Indigenous people. In late 1963, the NQLGA 

discussed support for a Cairns City Council initiative calling for a state government inquiry 

into:  

all matters concerning the welfare of these indigenous people [living on reserves and 

missions in Queensland] including health, education, culture, industrial training, award 

anomalies, abolishment of the Aborigines Act, preserving native arts and crafts and tribal 

grounds, and the granting of local government to them on their missions and reserves, 

technical assistance, and a reparation scheme.65 

Notwithstanding greater scrutiny of the motives and intent of the initiative debated by the 

NQLGA in 1963, the Cairns City Council proposal demonstrated that there were 

considerations of sharing power with Indigenous peoples by providing more local autonomy. 

Whether councillors considered how more local autonomy in Indigenous communities might 

conflict or complement the centralised northern development policies pursued by the PTNC 

is unclear. What is clear is that the PTNC did not relate the political and social advancement 

of Indigenous Australians to northern development. At the time, most local politicians in 

north Queensland were, like the state government, slow to embrace Aboriginal advancement; 

Queensland was the last state to enfranchise all Aboriginal people, in 1965. Despite frequent 

public discussion of Indigenous entitlement to equal civil rights leading up to that change, 

there was no role for Indigenous Australians in the PTNC’s northern development plans. 

Moreover, the lobbying group’s population strategy completely overlooked Indigenous 

inhabitants and as we have seen, it doggedly encouraged European Australians to move north 

from the continent’s south. 

Analysing the PTNC’s arguments to the Premier 

The PTNC’s submissions to Nicklin in 1963 prior to their meeting with him reveal the 

arguments and ideas behind the evolving push to develop the north. The committee called for 

urgent action to entice white southern Australians to “settle” in the empty north because the 

nation “may not have ten years of grace” to avoid foreign intervention.66 According to the 

PTNC’s estimate, to insulate against “military invasion” or unwanted UN mandates, the 
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nation had to find a way to settle one million white people in the tropics by 1973.67 The 

rhetoric evoked the post-war sentiments of isolation and emptiness, feelings that at least 

generally reflected the anxieties of older generations of north Queenslanders.  

The PTNC’s promotional campaign aimed to make northern Australia a place of opportunity, 

rather than of strangeness and isolation. Yet at the same time the PTNC promoted northern 

migration to the southern public, it alerted the federal government to the stark vulnerabilities 

of empty northern land. The PTNC did not seem to consider that by arguing that the north 

was a target for foreign aggression it risked deterring possible migrants from the south. That 

tension between promoting the north as a great place to live and describing it as a potential 

battlefield ran through almost a century of lobbying for northern development. These ideas 

reflected a genuine sentiment that the north held economic and national security significance, 

and fear of the consequences of inaction—and desperate attempts to find relevance for the 

north. Nevertheless, the PTNC’s submission to Nicklin lacked evidence and relied on 

numerous assumptions. One of those assumptions was that Asian governments burdened by 

population growth and emboldened by anti-colonial sentiment were imminent threats.68  

The PTNC attempted to convince Nicklin to join with David Brand and call out federal 

northern neglect. When meeting with Nicklin in 1963, the PTNC alerted the Queensland 

premier to Menzies’ remarks about federal northern development plans. The PTNC quoted 

Menzies in the PTNC deputation document as telling the FCCNQ that constitutional 

“responsibility for projects in a State lies with the State Government concerned. As the 

proposals referred to in the resolutions relate primarily to projects in Queensland, they would 

properly be a matter for that Government”.69 By highlighting Menzies’ statement to the 

FCCNQ, the PTNC showed a desperation to exploit any advantage it could find. The 

committee pointedly noted the WA Premier’s support for a federal authority and strongly 

advised the Queensland Premier to “take the initiative in this important matter by 

approaching the Western Australian Government, informing it of your complete agreement 

and suggest a joint approach as soon as possible to the Federal Government”.70 Nicklin’s 

response was encouraging. The Queensland premier expressed his reservations about a 

federal authority—reservations that centred on funding and previous Commonwealth 
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opposition to the concept—but committed his government to developing north Queensland 

and conceded that, on the provision of support from his cabinet, he would develop a joint 

approach with the WA premier.71 

The Queensland premier’s double game 

A few days after meeting the PTNC delegation, Nicklin took its proposal to a special meeting 

of the Queensland cabinet in Charters Towers. He told the cabinet “this PTNC and the subject 

[of northern development] generally have attracted quite a deal of publicity at different times 

and this is an aspect which we cannot or should not ignore at the present time”.72 Nicklin 

cited the PTNC’s cooperation with the Western Australian government who had told business 

leaders in north Queensland “that the development of the Northern areas [was] beyond the 

financial capabilities of the State Governments [and that] … northern development must be 

treated as a national concern”.73 Nicklin advised his cabinet colleagues that the PTNC had 

developed a plan for a new national authority to manage northern development (a plan which 

Nicklin later shared with Charles Court).74 Due in part to the Western Australian 

government’s support for a federal northern development authority, Nicklin advised the 

Queensland cabinet that “we should go along with the idea and support the Committee 

[PTNC] in its work at this juncture, bearing in mind that we should stay as passive as we can 

when we can”.75 The phrases “at this juncture” and “stay as passive as we can” indicate that 

Nicklin assessed the PTNC and northern development through a political lens; he was not a 

true believer like Harry Hopkins. The Queensland cabinet’s subsequent decisions signalled 

that it would play along up to a certain point but would abandon the PTNC and its agenda 

whenever expedient. 

Nicklin’s cabinet decided to “accept in principle the general objectives” of the PTNC and to 

invite its members to “further elaborate on their proposals regarding the establishment of the 

Northern Development Authority and proposals as to the machinery of its operation”.76 The 
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cabinet agreed to prepare its own plan if Western Australia pushed forward, and if the PTNC 

campaign somehow managed to invoke an even bigger wave of public enthusiasm and tempt 

a sudden change of direction from the Commonwealth. After the cabinet meeting, in which 

the government had also called a state election for 1 June 1963, Nicklin began to manage his 

own public relations on northern development.77 

Nicklin told media that his government, in the interests of national security, had been “fully 

seized” by the urgent national importance of developing northern Australia.78 He furnished 

the North Queensland Register with a report of his government’s record on assisting the 

development of north Queensland and expressed the Cabinet’s strong support for the 

PTNC.79 Nicklin declared that he would write immediately to Premier Brand in Western 

Australia and propose a joint approach to the Commonwealth. The PTNC’s persistent tactics 

of engaging the media, spreading ideas of untapped northern potential, and drawing attention 

to manifest threats outside of Australia had been effective at generating further political 

interest in northern development. These tactics drew a public statement of support for 

northern development from Brand, who said that his government still recognised “the need 

for a planning authority to establish a priority of works and to advise the Commonwealth on 

expenditure”.80 All of sudden it seemed as though the PTNC had engineered an interstate 

alliance, but cabinet documents reveal the Queensland premier’s double game. 

Western Australia’s interest in cooperation had underpinned Queensland’s decision to 

support the PTNC. The Queensland Government was unprepared to act alone and the Nicklin 

cabinet had resolved to submit no plans to the Commonwealth until it reached an agreement 

with Western Australia.81 The Queensland government’s caution was probably prompted by 

concerns its treasury would have to find significant sums of money to fund projects and 

infrastructure. The Nicklin Government would have been conscious of the implications of 

allowing northern councils to shape interstate relations and dictate the direction of future 

federal funding. Yet the Queensland premier was equally conscious of the potential to gain 

political capital from the politics of northern development. When Nicklin had called an 

election, he publicly backed the PTNC. Privately, he warned cabinet colleagues that “like so 

many others, [the PTNC] have no idea how all of this [northern development] is to come 
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about”.82 The Queensland premier’s double game of internal caution and outward enthusiasm 

spelt disaster for the PTNC, but the northern lobbying group were oblivious, basking in the 

newfound purpose of developing detailed policy.  

In April 1963, the PTNC was still in a strong position. They worked from a firm regional 

foundation, had cultivated a national profile, and were developing a new partnership with 

state governments. Yet their proposals lacked the details necessary to advance from the 

visionary stage to practical reality. Nicklin’s warning to cabinet was generally correct; the 

PTNC had not specified how to create, implement, and manage a new intergovernmental 

authority charged with redirecting Australian development. Greater substance was badly 

needed because the Commonwealth would not back a proposal without scrutinising details or 

looking for ways to weaken a concept that was not part of its own agenda. Furthermore, 

neither the Queensland nor WA state government was prepared to take the lead, so the 

challenge of developing a blueprint for new government machinery fell to the PTNC 

Committee.  

While Brand and Court had projected enthusiasm for northern development, the WA 

government delayed action and did very little to strengthen interstate pressure on the 

Commonwealth. On 10 April 1963, the WA premier left the country for several months on an 

extended overseas tour.83 Court wrote to Hopkins on the day of Brand’s departure and 

confirmed the WA government would “await details [on Nicklin’s proposal for joint state 

cooperation] before taking any further action on the matter”.84 Nicklin designed his public 

statement about cooperating with Western Australia to symbolise the Queensland coalition’s 

commitment to northern development on the cusp of an election campaign. Court chose to 

interpret Nicklin’s statement as an indication that Queensland would take the initiative. Court 

wrote to Nicklin noting that the “PTNC Committee is a Queensland organisation” and 

“presumably, you will be writing to us in the near future setting out the ideas that you have in 

mind”.85 WA’s deferral to Queensland suited Nicklin’s double game of apparent enthusiasm 

coupled with cold feet, informing Court that “my government strongly supports the campaign 

by the PTNC Committee” and that they would be “invited to further elaborate on their 
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proposals” to “enable us to prepare a plan”.86 The Queensland premier then wrote to 

Hopkins: 

I think it would be most desirable that your Committee be invited to further elaborate on 

your proposals regarding the establishment of this Authority and any proposals which 

you may have in mind as to the machinery of its operation. On receipt of this further 

information, the Western Australian and my own Government could then proceed with 

an initial plan to compile a submission on a joint basis to the Commonwealth 

Government.87 

Nicklin, Court, and the PTNC continued talks. The essence of the correspondence was that 

while both state governments approved development of a joint approach to the 

Commonwealth on forming a northern development authority they would not finalise their 

joint policy proposal or formally approach the prime minister until Brand had returned to WA 

and the result of the forthcoming Queensland election had been determined. Much like the 

Menzies coalition, the state governments had adopted a cautious approach to northern 

development policy. Yet the PTNC optimistically interpreted this as meaning that time was 

available to develop a persuasive plan. The past few months had demonstrated that in Court, 

the WA government had at least one champion of northern development. The Western 

Australian government were also unlikely to do anything to jeopardise Commonwealth 

support for the burgeoning Ord River Irrigation Scheme. In contrast, Queensland lacked a 

state government champion for northern development and a scheme comparable to the Ord, 

leaving the PTNC to maintain the initiative. 

The PTNC duly reflected upon on its role in brokering interstate cooperation. The committee 

interpreted its purpose as putting flesh on the bones of a proposal and sought advice from Bill 

Walkley. Sensing opportunity, Walkley offered a “blueprint of future action” and donated 

another £2000.88 The donation reflected Walkley’s personal interest and ensured he would 

remain firmly within the committee’s close confidence as it gained traction with 

governments. Evidently feeling the shift in the momentum of the campaign, Foley requested 

a salary increase of £500 per annum and a change in title from “News Officer” to “Director”. 

The PTNC deferred decisions on these requests and focused discussion on recruiting “some 
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of Australia’s top brains” to plan “a workable national organisation to develop the north”.89 

By seeking the advice of experts, the PTNC had recognised the limit of their policy 

experience.  

A PTNC press release conveyed pride and enthusiasm and claimed local governments had 

“achieved a major political breakthrough” because “the Queensland Cabinet [had] adopted 

the Committee’s platform”.90 Hopkins revelled in the moment, spilling details of his 

correspondence with the Queensland and Western Australian governments to the Courier-

Mail and listing high profile Australians who might help the PTNC.91 His list of big names 

included Professor John Philip Baxter, a chemical engineer and advocate of nuclear power in 

Australia and the UNSW Vice-Chancellor between 1955 and 1969; William Hudson, 

Commissioner of the Snowy Mountains Hydro-Electric Authority; Douglas Copland, 

president of the NCBD; Richard Greenwood, Professor of Geography at the University of 

Queensland between 1958 and 1970; and Professor James Macdonald Holmes, another 

geographer and the author of Australia’s Open North, published in 1963.  

The Northern Rehabilitation Committee 

The PTNC’s publicity efforts helped to resuscitate interest from advocates of older northern 

development schemes across the country. Nicklin duly received a letter and enclosures from 

William Leslie, owner of Karratha Station in Western Australia’s north, and chairman of the 

Northern Rehabilitation Committee (NRC). Leslie had operated Karratha since at least 1929 

and formed the NRC in 1945 with the aim of encouraging development and population 

growth in WA’s north.92 Prominent NRC members included Lang Hancock (owner of Mulga 

Downs Station), a mining magnate and friend of Leslie. The committee lobbied governments 

for taxation relief and other financial incentives to develop the north.93 Earlier iterations of 

the NRC had produced glossy propaganda booklets designed to draw attention to Australia’s 
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“empty north” and generate public debate about development policy.94 Many of the proposals 

and arguments were similar to those made by the PTNC and there are striking similarities 

between the groups, but little direct connection. In addition to producing glossy booklets, 

Leslie had been writing to Queensland and Western Australian premiers and requesting their 

support for the NRC’s policy objectives for over a decade.95 The NRC’s latest attempt to 

influence Queensland policy came in the letter to Nicklin dated 29 April 1963. The appeal 

offered general assistance and congratulated the Queensland government on recognising the 

importance of northern development, but warned that: 

no speedy development and populating of the north will be achieved, unless whatever 

works programme is adopted goes hand in hand with tax incentives designed to provide 

private capital and labour with powerful motives for investment and residence in the 

north.96 

The Northern Rehabilitation Centre letter and enclosures were an extensive statement 

devaluing public infrastructure projects and other development schemes in favour of the north 

becoming a “tax free zone”. The material probably reminded Nicklin’s advisors of the 

existence of diverse and contradictory perspectives on northern policy.97 Furthermore, the 

NRC’s views provided some intelligence on the politics of development in northern WA. 

The initial federal political ramifications of potential interstate cooperation soon emerged in 

national parliament. Deputy Federal Opposition Leader, Gough Whitlam, questioned the 

prime minister and chose to interpret Nicklin’s state initiative on northern policy as a rebuke 

of the Menzies Government for not carrying on where the Chifley Government had begun.  

He ironically suggested that Nicklin was “a keen pupil of Labor policy”.98 Federal Labor 

continued to apply pressure to the national government and forced the Minister for National 

Development, William Spooner, to confirm the obvious—that there were “no immediate 
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plans for the setting up of a northern development authority”.99 The concept was not part of 

Commonwealth policy and so far, despite attempts by Court to bring the parties together, 

even the state governments had not met to flesh out their views. Court had written to Nicklin 

in mid-May 1963 and declared a willingness to travel to Brisbane immediately to conduct 

ministerial-level discussions, but he received no reply.100 Court followed up on 14 June and 

congratulated Nicklin for winning another term—then asked when direct talks could occur in 

Brisbane.101 Nicklin replied that “the election delayed any serious thinking on [the joint 

policy proposal] for [the last] six weeks”.102 The matter had clearly not been an important 

factor in a relatively uneventful Queensland election, possibly because the Nicklin cabinet 

had nullified the topic through public support for the PTNC and a declaration of cooperation 

with WA.103 Nonetheless, now that the notion of state cooperation was in national media and 

the subject of federal political exchange, there was some pressure to produce a substantive 

policy framework. Yet neither state seized the initiative. Western Australia waited for 

Queensland to take the lead, but both the election campaign and Nicklin’s letters demonstrate 

the matter was not a major priority. The Queensland premier was lukewarm about meeting 

Court and saw little incentive to take action that would inevitably lead to a confrontation with 

the Commonwealth government.  Nicklin unenthusiastically asked the WA minister to “let 

me know when it would suit you to come to Queensland and I’ll do my best to be in 

Brisbane”.104  

Meanwhile, the PTNC sought to push things forward.  It “sought the opinions of various 

friends” and was “busily at work on this question of the terms of reference and constitution of 

a northern development authority”.105 Those friends included Douglas Copland, who 

indulged Hopkins with a detailed and encouraging letter, outlining his view on the situation 

facing the PTNC and the nature, powers, and responsibilities of the northern development 
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authority. Copland took a generous view when he told Hopkins that: “You now have 

effective support from the Premiers of Queensland and Western Australia. The Prime 

Minister has been very noncommittal, but I believe he may try to cash in later”.106 The lack of 

initiative from the states suggested they were equally noncommittal, but Copland had forecast 

that if the substance was sound and the states followed through with a joint proposal, then 

Menzies would see the political capital in the concept. That assessment endorsed the current 

PTNC approach of building interstate cooperation and leaving the prime minister and the 

federal government out of the equation. The PTNC also received a lengthy letter from 

another one of its targeted “top brains”, Richard Greenwood. In his letter, the University of 

Queensland geography professor analysed the reasons for and against northern development. 

He was less convinced than Copland or Hopkins but offered support for a preliminary 

planning phase conducted by the state governments and the Northern Territory.107 

The relative inexperience of the PTNC began to make a decisive impact from June 1963. 

These were crucial times for the northern development campaign and in one sign of tactical 

naïveté, Hopkins sent an undiplomatic letter to Court in which he flattered the WA minister 

and criticised the Queensland government. Hopkins told Court that “I am writing to you in a 

much more private and confidential manner than previously and know you will treat it 

accordingly”.108 The letter admitted that the committee had, in their media statements and 

private correspondence to the premier, intentionally manipulated Nicklin into thinking it was 

his government’s idea to propose a joint approach to the Commonwealth. The tactic had been 

intended to get the Queensland government “on side so far as we were able” and Hopkins 

requested Court to “forgive us this little white lie”.109 The records suggest Court chose not to 

reply, possibly because he was too busy to correspond with the Townsville alderman or was 

conscious of becoming complicit in any attempts by the PTNC to undermine the Queensland 

premier. The PTNC seemed unaware of their potential tactical slip, but it should have become 

obvious when without their knowledge, Court confirmed plans to meet with Nicklin on the 

subject of the proposed northern development authority on 8 July 1963. The PTNC did not 

have the experience to recognise when they should be discreet and hold back from revealing 

every detail to the media. The committee had heard that Court was travelling to Brisbane so 
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they sent him their policy proposal in the hope that it would guide the talks with Premier 

Nicklin.110  

The PTNC were desperate to be involved and influence the talks between Nicklin and Court. 

The committee’s desire to be newsworthy and constantly engage the media led to another 

tactical error. Rather than allow the talks to occur without public knowledge, Foley and 

Hopkins released a media statement trumpeting their influence over the states.111 There was 

no commitment to new policy and the PTNC had claimed a premature victory and overstated 

their impact. Despite this, there was no doubting the national significance of the talks. Court 

had told reporters that: “this plan for a northern development authority is one of the biggest 

and most vital projects ever attempted in Australia—if it is to succeed it must be treated as a 

national project, kept free of interstate jealousies.”112 Court’s profile and genuine interest in 

advancing northern development attracted attention. Melbourne’s Age praised the initiative, 

editorialising that the states “have wisely proposed that plans for development should spread 

from the Pacific to the Indian Ocean, rather than be restricted to the Northern Territory—this 

is a national undertaking and it should be under the control of the federal government in 

partnership with the states”.113  

A national partnership accorded with the PTNC’s objectives. Sent prior to the two premiers’ 

July 1963 meeting, People the North’s policy submission to Nicklin and Court  argued that a 

national commission should undertake an exploratory survey to inform a long-term vision for 

northern development. In a nod to the advice provided by Greenwood, the PTNC envisaged 

that a planning commission would be a forerunner to the federal authority, which would 

manage the long-term vision. The federal government would be the sole financier and 

“several paid, full-time persons chosen for their expert knowledge” would work under a 

single Commissioner.114 The planning commission (then authority) should be based centrally, 

in Mount Isa, Tennant Creek, or Mary Kathleen. The submission argued that the definition of 

northern Australia must not be extended southwards of the Tropic of Capricorn in 

Queensland but conceded that “we understand the WA government tends to think in terms 

further south”. Other sections in the 7-page submission addressed topics such as “State 
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Rights”, a “Public Relations” strategy, and a “Plan of Attack”, which essentially outlined 

what kinds of development should be pursued—generally, those which attracted permanent 

population growth—and a sequence of five, ten, and then fifteen-year planning objectives. 

Nicklin told Hopkins that the PTNC “submission will be most helpful in our discussions with 

the Honourable [Charles] Court” and “in the future lead up work to what we hope will be a 

northern Australia development authority”.115 Apart from its own submission, two additional 

documents further demonstrate the PTNC’s influence on the state government talks. 

The first of those was the submission prepared by the Queensland government for the talks 

on the potential WA-Queensland northern authority entitled “Development of Northern 

Australia – Queensland Conception”. That document was provided to Court, who forwarded 

it to the Western Australian cabinet after the talks. The Queensland conception began by 

saying that “a lot of glib talk has been engaged in on this subject to date, but apart from the 

work done by the 1947 [North Australia Development] Committee, no one has attempted to 

provide a basic and practical plan as to how the development of northern Australia might be 

successfully accomplished”.116 The statement was a criticism of past northern development 

enthusiasts and possibly a gibe at current advocates like PTNC. Nevertheless, the Queensland 

submission outlined a basic structure similar to the PTNC’s northern authority proposal and 

emphasised the importance of population growth, arguing that “we will have to choose the 

right people; people who are of pioneering stock; people who are of the land and who are 

prepared to work under hard conditions”.117 According to the pioneer mindset, northern lands 

were difficult and untamed environments worthy only of the most resilient colonists. Yet 

these ideas ran contrary to the PTNC’s efforts to normalise the north and deny there was any 

pioneering to be done. Perhaps the Queensland officials who prepared the report believed that 

the pioneering would now be left to industry—the submission’s authors suggested that a 

preliminary Policy Committee would need to recommend the type of industries and 

incentives needed to “influence people to go and remain there [in the north] as successful and 

happy settlers”. The second document which signalled the influence of the PTNC was 

Court’s submission to Crawford Nalder, the acting premier of Western Australia.  
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Court reported to Nalder and the WA cabinet, advising that “any authority established will 

take considerable time to get itself organised and get to grips with the investigation of major 

projects and the sooner this phase is behind us the better it will be for all concerned”.118 Court 

revealed that Queensland was prepared to allow WA to determine where its north began, but 

that the Tropic definition, as strongly advised by the PTNC in their submission, should be 

applied in Queensland. Overall, Court assessed that the Queensland submission “to a large 

extent follows the policy that the Western Australian Government advocated back in 1959 

and subsequently, there were no serious areas of disagreement”. The planning continued; 

from there the two states agreed to “document a skeleton proposal and let our officers get 

together and come up with a single document for our consideration”.119 

Queensland officials turned their submission to the Nicklin-Court talks into a “skeleton 

proposal” for federal northern development authority. The proposal developed by Queensland 

officials defined the authority’s structure and focus and recommended John Crawford as full-

time chairman.120 Crawford’s reputation was forged during the 1940s and 1950s when he had 

been a senior public servant—one of the “seven dwarfs”, an epithet broadly applied to a 

group of powerful men who influenced post-war Australian governments. At the time of 

Queensland’s recommendation, Crawford was a Professor of Economics and the Director of 

the Research School of Pacific Studies at the Australian National University.121 He was also 

vice president on the Commission of Economic Inquiry established by the Menzies 

Government in 1962. The Queensland government’s July 1963 skeleton proposal for a 

Northern Development Authority recommended that Crawford should lead an authority that 

consisted of a Survey and Planning Committee, a Policy Committee and an Implementation 

Committee. The three committees would underpin the northern development authority and 

address “the problem”, defined as “an urgent necessity to develop an unpopulated, vast and 

semi-arid portion of Australia in the interests of the nation”.122  
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Some sections of Queensland’s northern authority proposal attracted little or no reaction. For 

example, the section covering population growth foreshadowed a role for Indigenous 

Australians—the Survey and Planning Committee were to make recommendations to the 

Policy Committee on “Increasing native inhabitants”.123 It was a significant though fleeting 

acknowledgement that Indigenous people held a stake in the future of Australia’s north. 

While the Queensland proposal to “increase native inhabitants” departed from neglect of 

Indigenous Australians by the PTNC, the two parties agreed that enticing (white) southern 

Australians to move north was an ideal means of boosting population. Financial incentives in 

the form of tax concessions, various subsidies for business and industry, and cheap land could 

drive that form of population growth.  

The much-anticipated joint approach appeared imminent. After the meeting on 8 July, the 

Sydney Morning Herald reported that the two states expected to be able to “submit a concrete 

plan to the federal government within the next few weeks”.124 Yet weeks passed without 

further action and in August 1963, there were indications the WA government had 

reconsidered its approach. Court wrote to JE Parker, the chairman of the Ord River 

Development Project Committee, and indicated that although the federal authority concept 

was the “basis of our thinking at the present time, your committee should not hesitate to put 

forward any alternative ideas”.125 There were now reservations in the Western Australian 

government, signalled by the sudden appointment of an interdepartmental committee to 

examine the best method of achieving cooperation with the Commonwealth. The change of 

direction in WA was likely to have stemmed from a focus on the Ord River Irrigation Scheme 

and unofficial talks with the prime minister in northern WA.  

On 20 July 1963, Menzies visited Western Australia to open the Ord River diversion dam, the 

first stage of the state government’s massive irrigation project in the continent’s north-

west.126 While in Western Australia, either Menzies or his staff may have poured cold water 

on the federal authority concept, triggering a revaluation by the state government. Menzies 

probably telegraphed his government’s reservation about the federal authority and indicated a 

preference to cooperate on northern development through other channels. The 
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Commonwealth had contributed about half the funds for stage one of the Ord, a project 

designed “to populate an empty north”, but Western Australia had to persuade the Menzies 

Government to continue to provide large sums of federal money to ensure further stages 

could be completed.127 Given the stakes and the proximity of the Ord opening to 

announcements concerning the federal budget, the prime minister was almost certainly 

briefed by his staff on the status of interstate cooperation and the consequences it might have 

on negotiations with Western Australia about funding stage two of the irrigation project.128 

The publicity following the meeting between Court and Nicklin in Brisbane on 8 July had 

attracted the attention of the prime minister’s federal political allies in Queensland. Just 

before the prime minister’s trip to open the Ord River diversion dam, Alan Hulme from the 

Queensland Division of the Liberal Party complained to the federal Treasurer, Harold Holt, 

about the “problem of continuous efforts by people to raise this ‘Develop the North’ idea”.129 

The Queensland Liberals were sensitive because they had lost eight seats to the Australian 

Labor Party at the most recent federal election in 1961. That result was largely attributed to 

deputy ALP leader Gough Whitlam’s campaigning on the federal government’s alleged 

northern neglect.130 Hulme’s letter to Holt referenced the PTNC and criticised the lobbying 

group’s ally Douglas Copland “as a publicist who seeks personal status for some idea 

wherever he goes”.131 The Queensland Liberal may have been reacting to a recent Courier-

Mail article which quoted Copland as saying that both state premiers “were very much on the 

ball” with the federal authority concept and it should be launched by the Commonwealth 

“with great speed and vigour”.132 Hulme’s letter to Harold Holt analysed the federal authority 

concept through a lens of gaining “political advantage” and not as an essential policy, 

concluding that “the Commonwealth should throw on to both states, the responsibility of 

spending some of their money”.133 Holt replied; “as you can imagine, we have given some 
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thought to these matters during recent cabinet discussions on the forthcoming budget”.134 

That signalled that Menzies likely went to Western Australia to open the Ord with a refined 

view on how to manage the growing prospect of interstate cooperation. Whatever the exact 

circumstances, it is certain that Queensland and Western Australia hesitated—they did not 

formally approach the Commonwealth with a joint proposal. While Nicklin’s Queensland 

Government was never excited by the idea, Court was a genuine believer in the concept, but 

for now other voices and concerns in Western Australia had evidently tempered his ability to 

drive the process forward. On the sidelines, the PTNC remained patient; having already met 

with Nicklin, helped to bring together the states, and submitted a detailed policy proposal for 

consideration by the governments, there was little else they could do. 

Despite the patience, long-standing frustrations continued to build beneath the surface as the 

PTNC tried to maintain campaign momentum. Hopkins devoted more of his time to the 

campaign by resigning as president of the North Queensland Local Government Association 

in June 1963. Hopkins had stepped into the vice-presidency and Cardwell Shire’s William 

Garbutt took the reigns as president of the NQLGA.135 Hopkins was determined to retain the 

initiative and keep the pressure on state and federal politicians by rallying further support for 

the campaign objectives from within and outside north Queensland. In September 1963, the 

PTNC announced that the Cairns Chamber of Commerce had contributed £160 towards the 

campaign for a “Northern Development Corporation”. The chamber’s president, WM 

Moloney, summed up northern sentiment saying that “we recognise a good cause when we 

see it, our future well-being is irrevocably bound up with the development of our northern 

area [and] we must all agree that this development has been extremely limited and extremely 

slow”.136 To quicken the pace, north Queensland’s local governments and businesses not only 

wanted new government machinery, but also a change in national attitudes, which had often 

expressed prejudicial sentiments about living and working in northern Australia. 

Indeed, many white Australians still held a profoundly negative view of living in the tropics. 

In 1963, the Commonwealth Year Book devoted a chapter to the climate and meteorology of 

Australia. The section divided Queensland into three “comfort zones”, with Cape York and 
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Burketown categorised as unsuitable for continuous Caucasian habitation. The yearbook had 

published the categorisations continuously from 1951 and the assertions were based upon 

research conducted in 1940 by the Royal Society for Tropical Medicine and Hygiene. The 

research determined Cairns, Cardwell, and Cloncurry were “permissible for Caucasian 

habitation, but required selection and marked adaptation”.137 While the climate around 

Townsville required adaption in summer, Brisbane was categorised as “quite suitable” for 

whites.  

In 1964, an “expert on tropical adaptation” at the Australian National University argued that 

Australia’s north could be better populated through greater “cross-breeding of Aboriginals 

and Europeans”. Walter Macfarlane, a professor in physiology at ANU’s John Curtin School 

of Medical Research, said such “cross-breeding” could develop “the right physical types of 

humans capable of living in excessively hot [and] dry climates”. In comments published by 

the Australian, he went on to say that, “the Aboriginal has a comparatively huge water 

retention capacity—he is the closest thing to a camel”.138 On intermarriage, he added that “I 

don’t suggest this as the ideal solution. There is no ideal solution” to the northern problem. 

Nonetheless, the former fellow of the Australian Academy of Science averred that “there is a 

lot be said for getting rid of racial prejudice” and racial intermixture could promote that. Both 

Macfarlane’s proposal the categorisations published in the Commonwealth Year Book show 

arguments about white man’s suitability for the tropics continued in the 1960s. 

Once alerted to the claims made in the 1963 Commonwealth Year Book, the PTNC and 

numerous local governments reacted angrily. In north Queensland, the categorisations were 

seen as further evidence of southern prejudice against the north. Eventually, Larry Foley 

published a stern, though at times humorous, reply in the Sydney Morning Herald.139 The 

NQLGA then wrote to the Commonwealth Statistician and requested “correction” of the Year 

Book.140 Other critics included Raphael Cilento and Frank Nicklin, who complained to Prime 

Minister Menzies and demanded changes to the book.141 It not known whether the prime 

minister responded or if the government ordered the Commonwealth Year Book be corrected. 

Yet while the PTNC’s reaction ultimately reflected its strong preference for internal white 
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migration (as opposed to broadening Australia’s overseas immigration program) to boost 

northern population, the Mayor of Darwin, Norman Cooper, was open to migration from 

Asia. The Courier-Mail reported that there was “widespread support” in the Northern 

Territory for selected Asian migration, indicating again, that diverse and contradictory 

perspectives on development existed among northern-based political voices.142  

Race, ethnicity, and culture were core concerns for the People the North Committee and other 

advocates of northern development, like the Federation of Chambers of Commerce of North 

Queensland. The unsettled empty spaces and unclaimed resources of the Australian tropics 

stimulated anxiety, but also signalled that the contest over which race, ethnicity, and culture 

would dominate the north was unresolved. Arguably, this is why the PTNC advocated taking 

control through the creation of authoritative government machinery. A federal northern 

development authority could direct development and finally resolve the contest over the north 

in favour of white Australia.  

Early in October 1963, the PTNC Committee announced that the region’s cultural 

development had received a boost. Another Foley press release declared that “a serious gap in 

knowledge of Australia was filled this week with the publication of a history of north 

Queensland”.143 The 1956 motion by the North Queensland Local Government Association to 

commission a regional history had finally led to the publication of A Thousand Miles 

Away.144 The author, Geoffrey Bolton, described north Queensland as “undoubtedly the most 

successful example in the British Commonwealth of settlement in the tropics by 

Europeans”.145 These words affirmed the triumph of the white man in the tropics and the 

NQLGA considered the publication a major regional achievement. The book’s content was 

described by the PTNC as a “lively and fascinating account of personalities, problems, and 

conflicts in the development of a huge area long neglected by scholars and governments”.146 

Bolton’s book was officially launched in north Queensland at a function hosted by the 
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Atherton Shire Council on 4 October 1963.147 A few days later, Harry Hopkins joined a 

deputation led by the NCBD and met with Prime Minister Robert Menzies in Canberra. 

Sullying government relations 

The NCBD had arranged a delegation to meet Menzies and pitch the case for both 

decentralisation and a federal northern development authority.148 The PTNC were formally 

invited to join the delegation but were initially concerned that the meeting “might cut across 

the work being done by Queensland and Western Australia”.149 A WA cabinet minute 

disclosed that Hopkins telephoned Court for an update on the joint approach to the 

Commonwealth. The WA minister stressed that there had been delays in considering the 

details of the PTNC and Queensland government proposals because of a necessity to confer 

with Premier David Brand, who had now returned from overseas. Hopkins indicated he was 

“rather reluctant” to accept the NCBD invitation because the state governments were still 

formulating their policies. Court told Hopkins that the deputation to Menzies “would not be 

in the best interests of what we were seeking to achieve” and while Hopkins initially agreed 

with Court, he ignored the WA minister’s advice.150  

Events following the meeting with Menzies indicated that the PTNC chairman may have 

always intended to go, regardless of Court’s advice. A handwritten note, likely penned by an 

office secretary in Western Australia, indicated that Hopkins had again telephoned Court’s 

office to provide an update following the deputation to Menzies. The note reads that Hopkins 

“wanted to let you know that the North Queensland Local Government Association decided 

that Mr. Hopkins should join the deputation”.151 While that explanation was plausible 

because local government leaders may have regarded the opportunity for one of their own to 

meet the prime minister as too good to pass up, meeting records indicate something else took 

place. The NQLGA minutes from 4 October provide no evidence the Association decided to 

 
147 "A Thousand Miles Away," NQR, 5 October 1963, 5. 
148 The meeting pushed the general case for decentralisation of Australian development away from capital cities. 
The delegation included other NCBD member groups such as the Riverine University League, the Murray 
Valley Development League, the Develop Victoria Council, and the former administrator of the Northern 
Territory and current associate of both the Federal Inland Development Organisation and the NCBD, Arthur 
Driver. Yet northern development was the focus of media analysis of the meeting and in the aftermath, the 
NCBD focused on addressing Menzies’ concerns regarding the northern authority concept: Newspaper Clipping, 
“Encouraging Talk on North Development,” CM, 9 October 1963, [page unknown], “DNA – 1963-1965”, QSA, 
Item ID540579. 
149 Cabinet Minute, Northern Development Authority, 1 October 1963, “PNDA”, SROWA, WAS 4514, Cons 
1302 1963/065. 
150 Ibid. 
151 Author Unknown [initials DR], Handwritten Note to Charles Court, 8 October 1963, Ibid. 



Chapter Seven: Brokering an Interstate Alliance, 1962-1963   195
  

send Hopkins to meet Menzies. The PTNC minutes from 3 October recorded that the 

chairman himself, Harry Hopkins, had recommended that he “and Foley be authorised to 

accept the [NCBD] invitation”.152 Moreover, the PTNC published a press release dated 3 

October—the day before the NQLGA met in Atherton—announcing the participation of 

Hopkins and Foley in the NCBD deputation.153 While Court saw it as a tactical error, 

Hopkins assessed the NCBD deputation as an opportunity for PTNC to make the case to the 

prime minister on a matter critical to their campaign. Court was a more experienced politician 

and had a clearer perception of the risks. 

The NCBD deputation gave the prime minister the background and details of the PTNC 

campaign, a copy of their policy proposal, and a synopsis of the evolving relations between 

the state governments of Western Australia and Queensland. A report of the meeting by the 

West Australian indicated that the ideas discussed by the Copland delegation resembled the 

policy under consideration by the state governments.154 There appeared to be no 

consideration by the PTNC of the tactics of negotiation at the highest level of politics or for 

the potential benefits of brevity and confidentiality. Menzies was aware that public interest in 

northern development was growing again, and he now had critical intelligence on key 

lobbyists and the emerging interstate proposal. With detailed information, the Menzies 

Government could consider a tactical reply that would include a tailored public relations 

strategy and an alternative policy designed to take back control of the national northern 

development narrative.  

In the wake of the meeting between the NCBD deputation and Menzies, Hopkins, Court, 

Nicklin, and Copland digested one another’s assessment of the situation. Hopkins wrote to 

Court and Nicklin and advised them that Menzies was uncommitted to the federal authority 

concept. The prime minister had expressed concerns about the “budgetary independence of 

the states” and the lack of a “particular policy” on northern development; an account backed 

up by media reporting of the event.155 Court was interested in Copland’s account of the 
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meeting and reached out to the economist, asking if there was anything that could assist the 

states and “avoid duplicating your effort or getting at cross purposes”.156 Unaware that 

Hopkins had ignored his advice and attended the deputation, Court was generous to Hopkins, 

including the Townsville councillor in his communications with Nicklin and Copland. 

Meanwhile, Copland told Court the discussions were conducted in a “rather favourable 

atmosphere” and that “the problems raised by the prime minister would be much more 

rapidly solved if a firm declaration were made by the Commonwealth, in association with the 

states”.157 That was a direct challenge to the states to join the frontlines of the fight led by the 

NCBD and the PTNC.  

Court seemed to rise to the challenge and indicated the WA government’s plans were 

progressing quickly. He advised Copland that Brand would soon write to Nicklin and pave 

the way for a joint approach to the Commonwealth. In a reminder of the diverse and 

contradictory perspectives on development, Court offered an account of a local conflict in 

Perth over the role of Australia’s continental north in national security: 

You will be interested in a local controversy that has been taking place mainly between 

myself and the economists at the Institute of Agriculture within our university. There is a 

group of economists who, I think, share the views of the director of the institute, 

Professor [Eric] Underwood, that northern development is not in the best interests of 

Australia. They appear to favour a philosophy which relies on lack of development as a 

means of defence. In other words, if north Australia is not developed and amenities and 

essential services are not established it will be less inducement to a would-be invader.158  

Court’s letter to Copland was yet another reminder of the divisive nature of the politics of 

northern development and the enmeshment of race, security, and foreign policy themes in 

debates about the Australian tropics. Moreover, the views of Underwood and the Institute of 

Agriculture signalled how long-standing opposition to northern development evolved in the 

mid-1960s. New scientific and economic analyses buttressed older assertions that most of 

Australia’s tropical lands would never be major sites of settlement or production. 
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Nevertheless, the WA minister confirmed that his government preferred to fill the north with 

people and infrastructure: 

rather than run the risk of parts of the continent being settled by others with all the 

attendant problems of racial and national differences... I have always felt that Australia is 

in a unique position among nations to develop as a complete and unified nation without 

the problems that have beset the continents of Europe, Asia, Africa, and America.159  

These lines exposed what lay at the core of Charles Court’s vision of a developed Australian 

north. As he proclaimed following the talks with Nicklin in July, the north was “dangerously 

rich and dangerously empty”.160 Court drove projects such as the Ord River Irrigation 

Scheme to attract closer settlement, fill the emptiness, and protect and expand the Australian 

nation.161 Copland agreed with Court, further demonstrating that an aspiration to complete the 

colonial project impelled northern development. 

Within one week of meeting with Hopkins and Copland in Canberra, the prime minister 

called a general election.162 Hopkins immediately wrote to Nicklin and spoke of great 

anticipation around “Sir Robert’s forthcoming policy speech”. Hopkins expressed “no doubt 

that a ‘particular policy’ for northern development will be announced”.163 Nicklin shared 

Hopkins’ anticipation, but had signalled to Court in September that if an early election were 

to be called, “we would be well advised to stay officially away from Canberra on this matter 

[of a northern authority] until after [the] election”.164 The Queensland government backed 

away from press statements concerning northern development and allowed the federal contest 

to play out in Canberra. Despite Court’s claim that Brand would soon write to Nicklin about 

interstate cooperation, the WA premier adopted the same approach as Nicklin. The federal 

election took precedence and the states again sat on their hands in respect to cooperation on 

northern development policy. In the void, Menzies took control. 

When launching the Coalition’s policies on national radio, Menzies declared the north to be a 

major priority. The prime minister directly referred to the lobbying by third parties to 

encourage governments to commit to a northern development authority. In what was a blow 
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to the PTNC campaign and the federal northern development authority concept, Menzies 

asserted that “what these proposals overlook is that all government development work costs 

money and that governments are accountable to the taxpayers for the money they spend”.165 

Menzies understood that most taxpayers (and voters) were congregated among the cities, 

coastlines, and hinterlands of south-eastern Australia and that those audiences had to be 

persuaded of the benefits of national investment in distant northern regions.  

The geographical dimensions of political and financial power in Australia were familiar to 

north Queensland’s local politicians. Experience of the consequences of these influences had 

encouraged them to design a lobbying group focused on leveraging anxieties about northern 

emptiness and unexploited natural resources. As Hopkins reported to the NQLGA in 1963: 

“we northerners are going to shock southerners out of their parochial complacency”.166 While 

that approach provided a direct line into federal political concerns, encouraging a national 

benefit means test for northern development had some troubling consequences. The rise of a 

national benefit measure for northern projects limited the way in which development could be 

conceived. If national benefit were to become the only accepted logic for northern 

development then it would likely reduce the list of potential projects to those tied to defence, 

large-scale resource exploitation, and other grandiose nation-building pursuits which largely 

ignored local and regional concerns.167 Smaller and more specific projects which focused on 

themes such as improving the quality of life of northern residents through the cultivation of 

the arts, or expanding social housing and health services in remote communities were 

obscured by the national northern development narrative. Visions of reshaping the land with 

transformative infrastructure and extractive industries designed to maximise profit also 

steamrolled consideration of the rights and roles of Indigenous Australians. Yet Menzies did 

not completely dismiss the notion of a bigger federal commitment to northern regions. He 

announced the creation of a “Northern Division” within the existing Department of National 

Development.  

The Menzies Government announced the Northern Division in an effort to take back control 

of the public narrative and deflate the northern development lobby. By announcing their 

policy first, the federal government had snatched the wind from the sails of the alternative 
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concept promoted by the PTNC and the state governments of Queensland and Western 

Australia. Menzies insisted the caveat to the new federal policy was a promise to consider 

individual northern projects on the basis of their potential to benefit the nation—reinforcing 

the message that national concerns eclipsed local and regional ones. The Coalition won the 

election, reversed the losses of 1961, and established an increased majority in the House of 

Representatives. 

On the one hand, the federal coalition’s policy was a set-back for the PTNC. The Menzies 

government had begun its own plans for northern development and ignored the framework 

developed by the PTNC. On the other, it was proof the PTNC campaign had influenced 

national policy. In one interpretation, the national mood had shifted in their favour; 

Melbourne’s Age later proclaimed the north’s national significance and encouraged the states 

to hold the Commonwealth to account on northern policy.168 Following the election, the 

PTNC adopted the role of auditor. It sent congratulatory telegrams to Menzies and the 

Minister for National Development, William Spooner, and reminded the federal government 

that the PTNC and Australian nation would hold them to account on their “promise of action 

to develop the north”.169  

The telegrams were followed by a series of undiplomatic and often tactically questionable 

actions by the PTNC in December 1963. The telegrams and a number of statements about the 

Menzies policy speech were made public in a press release entitled “Advance the North, 

Advance Australia”.170 That release was followed up with “Another Desk, Another 

Bureaucrat?”, which proclaimed that “all Australians must now be on their guard lest 

advancing years and complacency born of a huge majority in parliament lead to a 

continuation of Australia’s haphazard, piecemeal stop-and-go approach to northern 

development”.171 In what seemed a direct attack on the 69-year-old prime minister, the PTNC 

called for “youth, vigour, and a fresh approach”.172 Along with these emphatic statements, in 
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“Unfinished Business” the PTNC publicised their version of the interstate negotiations, took 

credit for instigating the “joint case for a northern development authority”, and warned that 

Menzies’ election victory increased the risk of complacency on northern development.173 The 

committee rammed home the message with a warning against complacency: “now that the 

prime minister is back, more securely, in the saddle, it is to be hoped that the Queensland and 

Western Australian leaders have not lost the courage of their convictions of six months 

ago”.174 Not yet satisfied its position was clear and in keeping with its two-fronted assault in 

the media and direct to politicians, just before Christmas the PTNC sent a short telegram to 

Charles Court and the WA and Queensland premiers, David Brand and Frank Nicklin: 

PTNC Committee extends seasonal greetings with hopes that you will start the new year 

right by completing without further delay this year’s unfinished business namely 

presentation to the prime minister of the joint Western Australia-Queensland case for 

establishment of a northern development authority which advancing the north would 

advance Australia … Hopkins (Townsville), Chataway (Cairns), Borzi (Mareeba), 

Downey (Dalrymple Shire), Horn (Mackay), [and] Newberry (Sarina).175 

The timing and tone of the telegram showed that the PTNC had allowed frustration to expose 

their inexperience and short-sightedness. Charles Court was unimpressed. He replied 

immediately in a press statement and said the PTNC comments were “most unfortunate and 

certainly do not help their case”.176 Court disputed the PTNC’s claim that they had instigated 

the interstate cooperation, insisting that WA had advocated a northern development authority 

since 1959. While that may be true, WA’s advocacy in the late 1950s had not specifically led 

to the joint talks with Queensland in 1963 and the PTNC should be given credit for aiding the 

cooperation between the states that year. Nonetheless, Court was furious and added that “I 

have on previous occasions told the chairman of the PTNC that some of their ‘pressure’ 

tactics are not calculated to win them friends”.177 The WA minister followed up directly with 
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Hopkins: “I think you will agree that we are entitled to take exception to both your telegram 

and your press statement. I think it is unfortunate that your committee has seen fit to strike 

this jarring note. It is not the sort of thing calculated to improve the harmonious workings 

between governments and a committee such as yours”.178 He disputed the PTNC’s 

interpretation of events, which more than anything else, seemed to be an effort to claim 

originality on enthusiasm for northern development and the idea of a federal authority, and 

cautioned against further encroachment into the affairs of state governments. Ultimately 

Court had interpreted the latest PTNC action as a “rebuke to the governments of Queensland 

and Western Australia”.179 Undeterred, Larry Foley publicised the PTNC’s response:  

We are puzzled by Mr Court’s reference to ‘tactics’. Our tactics, if they can be so 

described, are very simple: to draw the attention of the Australian public in general and 

our politicians in particular to the need to do something on a big and permanent scale 

about Australia’s empty and vulnerable and neglected top half. The matter is urgent, and 

we will continue to remind everybody, up to the prime minister, that it is urgent.180 

Ignoring this follow-up statement, Court forwarded copies of his formal letter of rebuke to 

the PTNC to Nicklin who had initially reacted quite differently to the PTNC’s challenge to 

the states. The Queensland premier had initially written to Hopkins and thanked PTNC for 

their Seasons Greetings “which I heartily reciprocate” and “like yourself, I hope that with the 

advent of the New Year, further steps might be taken inn with this matter”.181 Nicklin 

evidently changed his tune when he received the WA minister’s letter and enclosures 

outlining Court’s interpretation of events and reply to PTNC. Nicklin read it “with interest” 

and appreciated “the forthright manner in which you so very nicely conveyed to them the 

facts of life”, [adding that] “It will do them a great deal of good”.182  

Where to now for the PTNC? 

At the beginning of 1964, the PTNC Committee faced the continuation of a federal 

government and prime minister who regarded northern development with caution and 

opposed the policy prescriptions of their campaign. Furthermore, with a few intemperate 
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outbursts in the last few weeks of 1963, it had damaged its relationship with key northern 

development ally, Charles Court. It now seemed as though the state governments were poised 

to push the PTNC lobbying group into the background and reassert control of the northern 

agenda.  
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Chapter Eight: “A fly in the ointment” and the fading PTNC campaign in 1964 

Disappointment and criticism towards the end of 1963 did not deter the People the North 

Committee. Throughout 1964, the campaign continued to push for the creation of a national 

northern development authority but a consensus between the state and federal governments 

threatened the committee’s relevance. The PTNC faced a new kind of political challenge in 

1964, losing momentum in its attempts to lobby state governments, but retaining a popular 

public profile. In the middle of 1964, the PTNC became the subject of a televised 

documentary on ABC’s current affairs program Four Corners. The documentary featured 

interviews with Hopkins and Foley spliced among fresh footage of the PTNC offices in 

Townsville and scenes of tourism and agriculture from Cairns and north-western Queensland. 

To capture the attention of audiences, Four Corners turned the floor of the ABC studio into a 

giant eye-catching map of Australia, which displayed the nation’s population crammed into 

the southeast and other isolated urban centres. The documentary covered arguments in favour 

of northern development and presented a variety of viewpoints contesting PTNC tactics and 

campaign objectives. Some of the most interesting criticism came from alternative northern 

voices, but despite censure and disappointment, the campaign rolled on.  

The PTNC did not initially accept the federal government’s new policy of creating a Northern 

Division in the Department of National Development (DND). The PTNC considered the 

Northern Division fell a long way short of the federal northern development authority they 

had championed. Yet as events unfolded in the first half of 1964—and the politics of northern 

development shifted again—the PTNC reassessed its approach. The committee became more 

restrained and diplomatic, appearing to learn from bruising encounters with state and federal 

governments. Amid a mild recalibration of the campaign, the PTNC seized upon changes 

within the federal department of National Development. Menzies appointed a new minister 

and new faces at the top provided the PTNC with fresh lobbying targets. 

As the PTNC looked for new ways to influence policy, the federal government unexpectedly 

chose Townsville as the site for a massive new army base. The proposed base would 

accommodate an entirely new regular army combat brigade. The army’s new base and 

adjacent training areas were part of a national program to enhance Australia’s defence 



Chapter Eight: “A fly in the ointment” and the fading PTNC campaign in 1964 204 
  

capability amid escalating political and military tensions in Southeast Asia.1 The project to 

establish the base (later named Lavarack Barracks), training areas, and settle new troops and 

their families in north Queensland, unfolded for most of the next decade and beyond. The 

overall project contributed to one of Australia’s most enduring defence projects and led to a 

large and permanent presence of the regular army in Townsville. While the PTNC had not 

lobbied for a defence base, local governments had spent decades calling on the 

Commonwealth to strengthen national security in the north. The Lavarack Barracks project 

capped off another definitive year for northern development and the PTNC, persuading 

Hopkins to lobby for an extension of the campaign beyond its initial three-year remit. 

While People the North had reached a high point in their influence on Australian politicians 

during 1963, the events of 1964 also shaped the impact and legacy of the PTNC campaign. 

This chapter explores the major events of 1964, tracing the evolution of the PTNC campaign 

and its response to a new policy agreement between the Commonwealth, Queensland, and 

Western Australia. The chapter argues that despite a big profile and continued public interest 

in northern potential, the campaign’s capacity to shape Australian policy continued to 

decline. The PTNC began to fade because they had alienated key allies, were unable to fend 

off criticism from within and outside the region, and failed to anticipate impending and 

dynamic changes in Australian politics and society. The analysis begins by revisiting the 

PTNC’s reactions to key events at the end of 1963, which provide context to the missed 

opportunities and flawed tactics that contributed to declining influence. 

A public relations mistake 

The decline of the PTNC’s influence began in late 1963 when it missed an opportunity to 

exploit the Commonwealth’s increased interest in northern development. Federal interest had 

culminated during the election campaign when Prime Minister Menzies announced the 

creation of a Northern Division within the Department of National Development. The 

announcement signalled that northern development was a major policy issue and the 

Coalition Government were determined to reverse the losses of the 1961 election. The 

Menzies cabinet were so concerned about the growing interest in northern development 

during 1963 that it asked senior public servants to explore policy options such as the creation 
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of a ministry devoted entirely to the cause.2 In the end, the Coalition chose a conservative 

option, which fell short of a devoted ministry and the government machinery championed by 

the PTNC. Yet rather than regard the Commonwealth’s new policy as affirmation of the 

effect of its campaign and the rising profile of northern development, People the North were 

bitterly disappointed.  

The committee assessed the Northern Division to be a paltry symbolic gesture that would 

lead to nothing more than paperwork and reports. The reaction of the PTNC to the Coalition’s 

policy and election victory unfolded in late 1963 and early 1964 with a series of public 

statements criticising the Commonwealth and attempting to rally the states to challenge the 

Menzies government. These actions diminished the PTNC’s capacity to be an influential 

voice in the coming years by committing it to being an adversary, rather than a potential 

partner, of the federal government. In December 1963, Foley criticised the Coalition’s 

election policy in a press release entitled “Another Desk, Another Bureaucrat”. The press 

release reflected the committee’s view that the nation had failed to grasp its message on 

northern development. The PTNC had assessed the seventh consecutive election victory by 

the Coalition as ensuring the “continuation of Australia’s haphazard, piecemeal stop-and-go 

approach to northern development”.3 The PTNC had clearly given up on persuading the 

Commonwealth to adopt its policies and would now consider other methods of achieving its 

aims. 

In order to determine a new approach, the PTNC reflected on the months preceding the 

federal election. The strong criticism of the Coalition reflected frustration that momentum for 

change had been lost because of the attitudes of the state governments of Western Australia 

and Queensland. When People the North helped to bring these states together in July 1963, 

the prospect of a new national accord on northern development had been closer than at any 

other time since the demise of the post-war North Australia Development Committee. Indeed, 

for many months after the meeting, it seemed to the PTNC that the states were on the 

threshold of presenting a joint policy proposal to the Commonwealth which could transform 

Australia’s approach to northern development. Yet neither state had been willing to seize the 
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initiative. While state government hesitation raised doubt about their commitment to the 

PTNC’s policy proposal and willingness to take on the Commonwealth, the delay handed 

initiative to Menzies who called an election and announced his own policy.  

Dissatisfied with the Commonwealth’s approach, the PTNC sought ways to re-motivate the 

state governments of Western Australia and Queensland to challenge the Commonwealth. 

The committee tried to induce the states into action by rousing public opinion. In January 

1964, the PTNC declared that “if Mr Nicklin and Mr. Court settle for less than a northern 

development authority, we will be disappointed”.4 Just over a month later, the PTNC 

condemned Prime Minister Menzies as “out of touch”.5 This aggressive style of 

communication was a sensational departure from the patient diplomacy so often 

demonstrated by the NQLGA in the 1950s and the new tactics jeopardised relations with an 

important ally in Western Australia, Charles Court.  

A courageous conviction  

The PTNC counted on Court to rouse Western Australia into action, but it had miscalculated 

his influence and damaged their relationship. The prospect of creating a powerful alliance 

between public relations and state government policy dazzled Hopkins and Foley, but the 

PTNC did not anticipate Western Australia to be the major source of delays in negotiations 

with Queensland. Both men knew that Nicklin was less enthusiastic than Court and hoped 

that the WA Minister’s passion could sway the Queensland Government. When the Brand 

administration took months to respond to Queensland’s policy proposal tabled in July 1963, 

the PTNC declared that Court’s courage and conviction had wavered. Yet while Court was 

influential, he was not the premier of his state. The PTNC had miscalculated Court’s role in 

directing Western Australian priorities and overlooked the WA minister’s reasoned 

explanation for the delay—the long absence of Premier David Brand and the prioritisation of 

other matters of WA policy such as the state budget.6 Furthermore, the PTNC were unwilling 

to accept that the federal election had complicated the timing of policy negotiations and their 

inflexibility came across to Court as intemperate. Wary of the growing impact of the 
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Queensland-based lobbying group, Nicklin was pleased to see their influence over Western 

Australia curtailed.  

Nicklin and Court decided to continue interstate cooperation on northern development and 

leave the PTNC out of their discussions. After the New Year break, the WA Premier, David 

Brand, was requested by Court to allow him to  travel to Brisbane to reignite talks on the joint 

northern development policy proposal.7 Brand approved the travel and Nicklin arranged a 

diplomatic luncheon in Court’s honour. The states scheduled a meeting to iron out the policy 

details and all of a sudden, despite being on the outer, the PTNC’s policy objectives appeared 

to be once again possible.8 These moves were a boost to the campaign, but after learning of 

the state government talks, the Commonwealth cut off the PTNC’s hopes at the knees. 

The prime minister seized the initiative again with a statement to the media. Menzies outlined 

how his proposed Northern Division would “examine broad questions of policy which needed 

special consideration” and fit into the Commonwealth’s existing interdepartmental 

committees.9 When Nicklin announced that talks with Western Australia were back on, he 

was careful to note that the federal point of view would influence Queensland. Exactly what 

that meant was unclear, but it seemed the Queensland government might back away from 

supporting the joint authority concept. The PTNC could do little to sway the Nicklin 

government and they were on the periphery of real decision-making processes. In response, 

they issued more unambiguous statements criticising Nicklin and the federal government’s 

plans. Hopkins feared that the states were falling into line with the Commonwealth’s 

approach and made it clear that the PTNC disapproved. He proclaimed: 

The north needs youth, vigour, energy, drive, and guts. Canberra has not shown these 

qualities so far in its approach to the north. The prime minister’s proposal smacks of 

expediency, of a sop to the nationwide demands before the federal election for national 

action on the north. It promises not the crash programme these urgent times call for, but a 

continuation of the half-measures and stopgap policies that have the held the north back 

since federation.10 
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Hopkins seemed unperturbed about criticising Australia’s longest-serving prime minister and 

the Queensland premier. His words suggest that he had given up hope of negotiating with the 

federal government. All of the lobbying group’s hopes now seemingly rested on state 

government actions. Another PTNC statement released at much the same time declared that 

“the north’s future will be at stake in top-level talks between Queensland and Western 

Australia next week [and] we hope Mr Nicklin will not be influenced too much by the federal 

point of view”.11 

In a positive outcome for the PTNC campaign, Queensland committed to further cooperation 

with Western Australia on the concept of a federal northern development authority.12 The 

states agreed to finalise the details of a joint policy and then submit a proposal to the 

Commonwealth. On 28 January 1964, the Queensland Cabinet approved the initiative and 

gave discretion to Nicklin and Brand to determine when to approach the Commonwealth.13 

The WA Cabinet reciprocated in early February, but as in 1963, there would be no immediate 

approach to Menzies. Brand and Nicklin agreed that a forthcoming Premiers’ Conference 

held at the end of February 1964 would not be “an atmosphere favourable for the 

consideration” of the major policy.14 Instead, the premiers decided to furnish the prime 

minister with a final copy of the joint policy proposal at some point in the next few months. 

Following that, they would arrange a meeting with Menzies to hear the federal response.15  

News of possible cooperation between Western Australia and Queensland generated 

significant coverage in major newspapers, with a range of a commentary offering arguments 

for and against northern development.16 With media interest spiked and confidence flowing, 

the PTNC briefly reflected upon its hard-line approach and determined that “no change in 
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1965”, QSA, Item ID2279713. 
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present policy be recommended at this stage”.17 That meant more emphatic press statements 

and rather than waiting for the state governments to approach Menzies, the committee thrust 

itself into the national debate, and tried to drag locally-based Commonwealth House of 

Representatives politicians along too. The PTNC asked north Queensland’s federal 

opposition MPs to question the prime minister in parliament. During parliamentary question 

time on 25 February 1964, the federal Labor member for the north Queensland seat of 

Kennedy, Bill Riordan, asked Menzies why he had not acted on the proposal from the state 

governments. Menzies replied that: 

I myself have read one or two of these reports in the newspapers, but if the honorable 

member thinks that we have before us from the governments of Queensland and Western 

Australia a proposal for the establishment of some new authority, all I can say is that he 

is wrong. We have yet to receive such a proposal.18  

Menzies was correct. The state premiers had not yet formally approached him—he did not 

get their policy document until March, but the PTNC determined the comments warranted a 

stern reply. They released another intemperate statement, angrily exclaiming; “if the prime 

minister means what he says, then he must sadly out of touch with public opinion. In the past 

year throughout Australia public opinion has swung strongly in favour of determined and 

concerted action to develop the empty north”.19 The PTNC had mischaracterised Menzies’ 

comment to initiate another attack—and move further offside with a prime minister who had 

just won an election.  

Souring relations with the prime minister was unlikely to help the campaign, yet the PTNC’s 

strident criticism of Menzies continued. Even a PTNC Progress Report submitted by Larry 

Foley to the NQLGA in February 1964 attacked the prime minister. The report claimed that 

the campaign for action to develop the north had made spirited progress in the face of an 

apathetic federal government. The report reasoned that the prime minister’s Northern 

Division was “unequal in scope and imagination and drive to the gigantic task of 

investigating the north’s potential … the Snowy scheme would never have been carried out 

 
17 “Thirteenth PTNC Meeting: Minutes”, 6 February 1964, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
18 Robert Menzies (Prime Minister), Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, House of Representatives, 25 
February 1964, “Historic Hansard”, 
http://historichansard.net/hofreps/1964/19640225_reps_25_hor41/#subdebate-26-0, [accessed online 12 July 
2021].    
19 Larry Foley, PTNC Press Release, PM Out of Touch, 26 February 1964, SLQ, PTNC by NQLGA, ID: 
77394674. 
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by a mere re-shuffle of Canberra desk jockeys in an existing government department”.20 The 

report also outlined the logic behind some of the aggressive tactics. Foley claimed that the 

assertive press releases and communications addressing the delayed Queensland-WA joint 

approach to the Commonwealth were part of an intentional gambit, which had paid off—

drawing a sharp rebuke from Court, but a renewed effort from the states to formally propose 

a northern development authority. 

The PTNC press officer used public relations messaging to reframe the lobbying group’s 

increasingly undiplomatic statements. According to Foley, the gambit of criticising the states 

had demonstrated the type of “courage” needed to develop the north. In a reflective passage, 

the report addressed the question: “has the campaign been effective?”. As the man paid to 

make it work, Foley was unlikely to say no, but he did concede the PTNC had not pioneered 

the concept behind their main policy proposal. While the PTNC had followed a trail blazed 

by others, it had more clearly articulated “the dangers of continued neglect of the empty north 

and to the possibility of a practical solution in the form of a northern development 

authority”.21  

Finally, according to Foley’s progress report, the PTNC’s campaign had prompted 

unprecedented action. Queensland, Western Australia, and the Commonwealth had taken 

vital steps towards implementation of new northern policy. Foley’s internal report linked 

Menzies’ Northern Division to federal recognition of the rising importance of northern 

development. Internally, the PTNC considered the Northern Division a sign of the 

campaign’s success—a view which contrasted with its public criticism of state and federal 

governments. The contrasting public and private attitudes of the PTNC over this issue 

highlight the opportunity missed by the public relations campaign: instead of framing the 

Northern Division as recognition of the campaign’s impact, the committee embedded its 

public response in long-standing negative terms such as northern neglect and federal apathy.  

Rising criticism 

Not all north Queenslanders were convinced by the campaign’s self-righteous criticism of 

state and federal politicians. While Foley deemed their PR strategies to be successful, 

criticism of the PTNC from other politicians in north Queensland began to appear. The 

 
20 Larry Foley, “PTNC Progress Report – 8 June 1963-7 February 1964”, Presented at the NQLGA Meeting, 7 
February 1964, “DNA 1963-1965”, QSA, Item ID 540579. 
21 Ibid. 
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responses from Hopkins and Foley to the criticism reflected personal and political rivalries 

and an emerging struggle for leadership of the northern agenda. In March 1964, the North 

Queensland Labor Party (NQLP) state member for South Townsville, Tom Aikens, labelled 

the PTNC a “monstrosity”.22 Notorious for his humorous verbosity, Aikens was by now a 

twenty-year veteran of the Queensland Legislative Assembly. While his time as a Townsville 

alderman was long behind him, he remained a prominent and divisive northern political 

voice.23 Amid a wide-ranging parliamentary tirade on 3 March 1964, he claimed that the 

PTNC was “set up illegally and quite dishonestly as a propaganda instrument for the 

Townsville City Council”.24 The PTNC did not deny propaganda objectives—Hopkins later 

said publicly in response to an unrelated matter that “our committee was set up purely as a 

propaganda platform, to tell Australia that the north must be peopled and developed for the 

nation’s sake”.25 Yet Aikens was determined to link the committee’s propaganda activities 

directly to the interests of Townsville alderman and focused on the way the campaign was 

funded—through donations from local councils, port authorities, and regional electricity 

boards.  

Aikens argued that the funding model was against the law and deliberately misled ratepayers, 

who should not fund the propaganda of local politicians. Aikens told the Legislative 

Assembly that “I think it might be a good idea if the Treasurer turned the Auditor-General 

loose on the books and accounts of the PTNC”. These comments were likely to be personally 

and politically motivated. Tom Aikens’ disapproval of current city councillors ran deep. In 

1964, members of the TCA still dominated the council, fifteen years after defeating Aikens 

and all other Labor-aligned politicians in local elections. The TCA was a formidable obstacle 

for Aikens’ NQLP, who had run candidates against the TCA without success at almost every 

election in Townsville since 1949. While Aikens had a personal rivalry with the TCA and 

determined the PTNC to be one of its political instruments, he was not the only member of 

the Queensland parliament to criticise the campaign.  

A week after Aikens had levelled his claims of corruption, George Wallace, the Labor 

member for Cairns, joined Aikens in criticising the PTNC and the practices of north 

 
22 Tom Aikens (MLA: South Townsville), Queensland Parliamentary Debates (hereafter QPD), 3 March 1964. 
2154. 
23 Aikens was elected to the Queensland Legislative Assembly in 1944 and simultaneously served as alderman 
on the Townsville City Council between 1944 and 1949.  
24 Tom Aikens (MLA South Townsville), QPD, 3 March 1964, 2154. 
25 Larry Foley, PTNC Press Release, Council and Committee Would Not Clash, 27 May 1964, SLQ, Call 
number: Box 18803, PTNC by NQLGA, ID: 77394674. 
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Queensland’s local governments. While they were not political allies, Aikens and Wallace 

attacked Hopkins and Foley. The Queensland Parliamentary Hansard shows that the two 

north Queensland-based politicians raised the subject during a debate about industrial 

development legislation. On this occasion, Aikens had disparaged the PTNC as a “fly in the 

ointment” of northern progress, which had “clashed” with the prime minister and the 

Queensland government, and “trodden on the toes” of Charles Court in Western Australia.26 

Wallace joined in and claimed that local authorities “have no chance of doing anything 

towards the general development of the state or of parts of it outside their own areas [and that 

the PTNC] should never, in my opinion, have been formed”.27 Wallace was critical of the 

state and federal governments for neglecting northern development, which had in turn 

encouraged local governments to go beyond their normal sphere of concern. While the Cairns 

MLA was initially interested in the broader circumstances, which stimulated the misplaced 

PTNC movement, Aikens drew his attention to Foley.  

Aikens claimed that Foley was getting double pay by receiving a wage from local councils 

and then privately charging southern newspapers to publish content he had written for the 

campaign. Aikens could barely contain his vitriol for the PTNC Press Officer, stating that “if 

Christ were to come to earth a second time and land in north Queensland, we would have big 

press reports the next day signed by Larry Foley saying that the PTNC was responsible for 

the visit”.28 Eventually Wallace also criticised the press officer, referring to the theme of 

several Foley articles: the encouragement of internal migration from southern to northern 

Australia. Wallace declared that “it was no good anyone coming to Cairns looking for a job, 

because we have a pool of approximately 600 or 700 unemployed [locals]”.29  

The PTNC responded to the parliamentary criticism in typical fashion. Foley issued a press 

release saying that the PTNC “agrees entirely with Mr. Wallace that northern development is 

a huge task for the government and is right outside the scope of local authorities”.30 The 

PTNC went on to say that the task of developing the north was too big for local people and 

that the job of the committee was to stir the federal government into action. The press release 

criticised northern politicians—such as Wallace and Aikens—for being unable to achieve this 

 
26 Tom Aikens (MLA: South Townsville), QPD, 10 March 1964. 2347-2349. 
27 George Wallace (MLA: Cairns), QPD, 10 March 1964. 2347-2349. 
28 Tom Aikens (MLA: South Townsville), QPD, 10 March 1964. 2347-2349. 
29 George Wallace (MLA: Cairns), QPD, 10 March 1964. 2347-2349. 
30 Larry Foley, PTNC Press Release, Committee Hits Back, 11 March 1964, SLQ, Call number: Box 18803, 
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task: “if their voices were effective in Brisbane and Canberra, the north would not have 

declined … the Committee’s voice lends much-needed strength to the north’s wee voice in 

parliament”.31 The PTNC referred to its parent body—the NQLGA—and claimed that this 

Association gave it legitimacy as a “truly representative … grass-roots movement”. “So when 

Mr. Wallace says the committee should never have been established,” the press release 

concluded, “he is saying that the northern people should take no interest in their future, 

should not try to get action on their own account, and should in fact shut up”.32 The exchange 

again demonstrated PTN’s confidence in publicly criticising politicians and affirmed their 

belief that it was entitled to speak on behalf of north Queensland because of its crucial 

connection to local government. The PTNC traded on the political legitimacy afforded to it 

by local governments.  

The publicity of these political exchanges—and the broader campaign—stirred the interest of 

ABC’s Four Corners television program, which screened a feature on the PTNC on 27 July 

1964. During the program, men such as Hopkins, Foley, and Aikens gave interviews to ABC 

reporter, Frank Bennett. When interviewed by Bennett, Foley and Hopkins both seemed far 

less energetic than their press releases often suggested. Hopkins gave his interview seated in 

the PTNC office in Townsville and while articulate, appeared somewhat wearied by the battle 

for better policy. He did declare that “we are not fly-by-nights, we are here for good” and 

“we mean to stay in this business until the north is being developed in a massive way”.33 

Foley appeared on a quiet street corner, leaning up against a signpost. The dry wintry winds 

of July could be heard as both Foley and the interviewer Frank Bennet stood looking rather 

awkward, but immaculate in suits and ties. Foley confirmed that his contract required him to 

“promote the idea that there should be a northern development authority” and Bennet asked 

him if he ever thought it “was a lost cause … that people in the south turn their backs on the 

north?” Foley replied that “I have been very encouraged, in fact, the reason why I do work so 

um, flat out really …  is that erm, [the] southern response has been very encouraging…things 

are happening”. The PTNC news officer went on to mention that he had filled 24 books with 

press clippings of stories about northern development published by Australian newspapers 

and magazines since the beginning of the campaign in 1962. Foley filled the books at the rate 

of about two per month and suggested that this was a measure of his success. The segment 

 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Tom Aikens in Frank Bennett, "People the North," in Four Corners (Australian Broadcasting Corporation, 26 
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then cut away to images of a man riding a bike through suburban Townsville. The narrator 

declared that “the PTNC has its share of critics” [and] “perhaps the most notable and vocal of 

these is Mr Tom Aikens, independent Labor member for South Townsville in the Queensland 

Parliament for the past 21 years”.34  

Aikens was every bit the performer, filmed riding his bike throughout his electorate, 

exchanging waves with local residents, before being interviewed in his South Townsville 

home by Bennett. Aikens delivered strident criticism, arguing that the PTNC was an 

extravagant waste of money. He questioned the strategy and purpose of the campaign: 

You can’t bring people here and just ask them to walk around the place and eat gum 

leaves, you [must] bring them here to work and [you must] have industries in which they 

can be employed and I challenge any member of the PTNC to name one particular 

industry that they have supported or put forward as a definite proposal for the 

development of north Queensland … not one northern politician to my knowledge ever 

received one single word from the People the North Committee. We were not asked to 

help, we were not asked for our cooperation, we were not asked for our advice, they and 

they alone were going to run the show and what a mess they’ve made of it.35 

Aikens felt ignored by the PTNC. His diatribe on Four Corners revealed the influential 

nature of the political veteran’s historic rivalry with Harry Hopkins and other voices within 

the Townsville City Council and NQLGA. Hopkins and Foley appeared not entirely 

comfortable with Four Corners’ media scrutiny but took the opportunity to state the 

campaign’s objectives and progress. Despite the criticism from regional politicians like 

Aikens and Wallace, the PTNC campaign had gained more exposure.  

National profiles and the rise of Rex Patterson 

The topicality of northern Australia kept the PTNC in the news and framed the public profile 

of Harry Hopkins. With dwindling influence over senior Australian politicians, these were 

relatively good outcomes—the PTNC could stay partially relevant to policy debates through 

television and newspaper features. Hopkins and Foley were the public figureheads of the 

campaign, but it was unclear whether this was helpful to the cause. The men gained 

opportunities to promote the campaign (and themselves) because of the media profile they 
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had developed. There is no evidence the broader PTNC movement was dissatisfied with 

Hopkins and Foley dominating the limelight, but from a strategic point of view, it meant that 

these men were the campaign. A small measure of the national profile acquired by Hopkins 

came when the National Association of Apex Clubs invited him to Canberra to address their 

Thirtieth Annual Convention. Apex was a collection of clubs which provided an outlet for 

younger members of society with an interest in volunteering to participate in community 

service schemes or professional development.  

Hopkins’ speech repeated many of the PTNC’s policy objectives and appealed to younger 

generations to consider their stake in northern development.36 He argued that it was the turn 

of people in their twenties and thirties to do something with Australia’s tropical regions. He 

talked about the opportunities, minerals, and water resources available in the north and 

referenced the threat posed by the booming population of Asia. Hopkins declared that 

northern development “is one of the unsolved problems of my generation. In a very short 

time, it will be over to you”.37 The PTNC chairman outlined the lobbying group’s vision of a 

northern development authority and added that “it is my fervent hope that you thinking virile 

doing men and women will accept the development of Australia’s north as a special challenge 

to you”.38 While these statements could be interpreted as passing the baton of responsibility 

for securing a white Australian north onto younger generations, Hopkins was not ready to 

relinquish control.  

Hopkins referred to the notion of unfinished business by claiming that his own generation and 

its predecessors had not yet won the north for the nation. Whether the statement reflected a 

genuine personal belief or was now part of a public relations strategy designed to inspire a 

sense of urgency and enthusiasm is unknown. Hopkins was at least a third-generation white 

settler in Australia’s north and it is difficult to imagine that he felt that his own family had 

failed to do their bit to claim the north for Europeans. Rather more likely, Hopkins believed 

that post-federation Australian governments had  failed to back up the few Europeans who 

had the courage to venture north and help them finish off the job of populating the continent. 

Hopkins condemned governments for preferring to rest upon the pattern of development 

established in the one hundred or so years following the first penal settlement. The 

 
36 "National Body Must Plan North," Age, 28 March 1964, 6. 
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Townsville Daily Bulletin picked upon this theme in an otherwise positive editorial praising 

the “vigour and purpose” of the PTNC campaign.39 The newspaper wrote that: 

Mr Hopkins blasted the fallacy that the north of this continent is a poor country. He listed 

its exceeding riches, including minerals. He reminded Apexians of the supremely 

important fact that the north had the lion’s share of Australia’s water. And he emphasised 

tropical Australia was much healthier than the rest of Australia… [but] it would be unfair 

to deny tribute to those staunch North Australians who have dedicated the best years of 

their lives to settling and improving this huge, neglected region, against tremendous 

odds.40 

The above editorial writer was not prepared to forsake white northern pioneers, feeling that 

governments simply had not backed them up and encouraged others to follow them. Hopkins’ 

speech was relatively diplomatic about current federal policy. He described the Northern 

Division “as a step a step in the right direction” and added that “our committee welcomes 

that” but “something bigger is needed” to develop “exceedingly rich northern lands.41 There 

was no mention of the PTNC’s lobbying efforts or the meeting between Brand, Nicklin, and 

Menzies. 

Late in March, the date of the crucial meeting between the premiers and prime minister 

remained a mystery. Instead, the federal government proceeded with the development of its 

own policy—approved by the Menzies cabinet on 16 January 1964.42 Speaking in federal 

parliament during March, the Minister for National Development, William Spooner, outlined 

key functions of the soon-to-be-established Northern Division. The somewhat confusing 

policy seemed to blend ideas from the PTNC proposal with the Commonwealth’s preferred 

minimalist model. While Spooner “hoped that specific works [in the north] would be carried 

out by the Snowy Mountains Authority, he confirmed that the government did not intend the 

division to be “a design or construction authority” and it would not “build waterworks, 

railways or roads… [instead that sort of] work [would] be left to the states or construction 

authorities already in existence”.43 The Commonwealth was interested in research and was 

cautious about duplicating services and authorities. Spooner outlined national priorities such 
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40 "People the North Movement Is Getting the Message Across," TDB, 30 April 1964, 2. 
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as learning about northern water resources, tropical agriculture, and mining potential. 

Disappointingly from the PTNC perspective, the minister did not outline any plans to 

increase the population of northern Australia. If population growth were to become a federal 

goal, then it would rely upon an influential public servant to elevate that concern. In April, 

and not long after Hopkins’ speech to the Apex Club in Canberra, the federal government 

promoted a talented public servant who would go on to make a significant impact on the 

politics of northern development.  

In the absence of a clear alternative proposal from the states, the Commonwealth advanced its 

own policy by appointing public servant Dr Rex Patterson to direct the new Northern 

Division within the Department of National Development.44 Patterson’s long-time 

employment with the Commonwealth Bureau of Agricultural Economics suggested he would 

be a suitable conduit between the government and northern interests.45 Patterson grew up on a 

family farm near Bundaberg—in southern Queensland—but had some connections to 

Queensland’s north. He taught at schools in Proserpine and Mackay in the 1940s before 

completing a Bachelor of Commerce at the University of Queensland and then a PhD in 

agricultural economics at the University of Illinois, via a Fulbright Scholarship.46 Among 

these activities, Patterson became engrossed in northern development after joining the 

Commonwealth Bureau of Agricultural Economics.47 He became a respected public servant 

in Canberra and the Menzies Government recruited him to help reform its public image on 

northern development. The Menzies Cabinet expected Patterson to travel north, identify 

projects of interest to the nation, and negotiate with the government’s numerous 

interdepartmental committees.48  

The appointment of Dr Rex Patterson generated positive publicity for the Menzies 

government. After his ascendency to the Department of National Development’s Northern 

Division, the Age’s Graeme Warner wrote that the PTNC “should be pleased with Dr 

Patterson’s appointment” for “he is not complacent, nor is he a desk-bound bureaucrat”.49 
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The North Queensland Register wrote that Patterson “was reputed to know the Northland 

well and is also known to many people living in the north… the choice has been a good 

one”.50 Endorsement from a key northern periodical was probably the type of reaction the 

federal government hoped for. 

Patterson’s personal connection to Western Australia further enhanced his credentials. 

Patterson had “a Western Australian wife who shares his enthusiasm for development”.51 

Perhaps in a nod to this circumstance, one major project of immediate interest to the new 

director, was the Ord River Irrigation Scheme (ORIS). Patterson mentioned the ORIS in 

media interviews following his appointment.52 As a strong advocate of the Ord river scheme, 

Charles Court responded to these references and arranged to meet Patterson immediately.53 

While Court had supported the creation of a more ambitious federal Northern Development 

Authority, he did not overlook the chance to establish productive relations with Patterson. 

Court had been overseas during Patterson’s sudden ascendance.54 As soon as he returned, 

Court arranged to discuss key policy developments with Patterson and the federal Minister 

for National Development, William Spooner.55  

End of an agonising wait  

The main event, whereby the state premiers offered their specific policy proposal to the prime 

minister, finally occurred in May 1964. During the meeting, Brand, Nicklin, and Menzies 

discussed the state government proposal for a Northern Development Authority run jointly by 

the Commonwealth, WA and Queensland. While the federal government had already 

committed to create a Northern Division within the Department of National Development, 

there remained at least the hypothetical possibility that the premiers could influence the 

course chosen by the Commonwealth: federal government politicians and public servants 

were still finalising the machinery and key appointments of the Northern Division. To 

stimulate decisive discussion at the May meeting, Nicklin and Brand had provided Menzies 

with a copy of their joint policy a few weeks earlier and the three senior politicians met to 
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determine the future of northern development in Australia. In some respects, the meeting 

represented the culmination of nearly two decades of lobbying by north Queensland-based 

interests. The combined efforts of local governments, chambers of commerce organisations, 

and numerous individuals had come down to this moment. On the eve of the critical meeting, 

Foley wired a telegraphic message to Brand and Nicklin: 

PTNC extends sincerest good wishes for your meeting on Thursday with the prime 

minister. We believe that not only those in the North but those in general wholeheartedly 

favour establishment of a northern development authority to devise and implement a 

long-range plan for the north. Our committee fervently hopes your perseverance and faith 

in this cause will be rewarded and that your views will prevail in Canberra. It is 

Australia’s future, not only the north’s, which is at stake.56 

These words conveyed unrealistic hopes. In the lead up to the meeting, the Courier-Mail had 

concluded that there was no way that the Commonwealth was going to accede to the pitch 

submitted by the states, which proposed that Menzies order the creation of a federal northern 

development authority. The federal government was only months into a new term with a 

massive parliamentary majority and the newspaper recognised the limits of resolve within the 

Queensland government to push the matter further and risk outright disagreement with 

Menzies. The newspaper suggested that the premiers:  

can feel gratified that their pressures—and the 1961 anti-Menzies electoral swing in 

Queensland—have played a big part in awakening Canberra to the needs of the north. It 

is not as far as organisations like the People the North Committee would like to take it … 

but [the Northern Division in the Department of National Development] is just about as 

far as the Commonwealth Government, on the advice of its agricultural and scientific 

experts, is prepared to take the idea. And the Commonwealth is all powerful on this since 

it holds the purse strings.57  

The forecast was correct. The premiers were never going to prevail, at least not on the day of 

the meeting with Menzies. Senior advisors in the Prime Minister’s Department had already 

considered the interstate policy proposal. Their advice to cabinet concluded that “we are 

puzzled by the nature of the proposal”, which “appears to be along the lines forecast some 
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months ago [before the 1963 federal election]”.58 The advisors were stunned that the states 

had not considered the subsequent creation of the Northern Division. In one sense, the 

analysis confirmed that the ground had shifted dramatically since the middle of 1963, when 

People the North were at the peak of their influence and the Commonwealth briefly 

considered creating a federal ministry devoted to northern development. At that time, the 

Menzies Government held a slender parliamentary margin and northern development was a 

major issue. Nicklin had met Court in Brisbane, the Commonwealth were considering policy 

options, and the momentum favoured the PTNC’s agenda. Since then, however, Menzies had 

won another term with an increased majority and the national political momentum had 

shifted.  

Federal cabinet was confident that the coalition’s new minimalist policy would be enough to 

manage any electoral threats stemming from debates over northern development. 

Furthermore, the proposal for new government machinery based upon a federal authority was 

deemed to be weak by the prime minister’s advisors.59 According to their analysis, the 

interstate policy had not addressed the federal coalition’s long-standing concerns that such 

machinery would lead to a loss of government control over national priorities and budgets. 

The Commonwealth was concerned that a powerful group of non-elected high-profile 

officials would command large slices of the national budget and policy agenda through the 

northern development authority.60 The advisors concluded that “there are many respects in 

which the proposals from Queensland and Western Australia are unclear”.61 In accordance, 

federal cabinet deemed “that the particular machinery proposals of the states were not 

acceptable”.62 Cabinet then sent senior figures from the government to back up the prime 

minister as he conveyed this firm message in the talks. 
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61 Notes on Cabinet Submission No. 160 – Proposal by the Governments of Western Australia and Queensland 
for Establishing a Northern Australia Development Authority” [including appendices A through C], 4 May 
1964, “DNA – 1963-1965”, QSA, Item ID540579. 
62 Commonwealth Government Cabinet Minute, “Proposal by WA and Qld for establishing a Northern Australia 
Development Authority,” Cabinet Decision 195, 5 May 1964, A5827, Volume 5/Agendum 160, NAA. 
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Consequently, a formidable group, including two future prime ministers, met the premiers to 

discuss the proposed northern development authority on 7 May 1964. Menzies was supported 

by the federal Treasurer, Harold Holt (later prime minister 1966-67); the Minister for 

National Development, William Spooner; the federal Minister for Territories and Country 

Party member, Charles Barnes; and Country Party leader, John McEwen (briefly Prime 

Minister 1967-68). The inclusion of Barnes, a north Queenslander who was born in 

Einasleigh, was both logical and tactical. His portfolio included the Northern Territory, which 

covered a large area of the Australian tropics—but his presence also signalled to the premiers 

that the Commonwealth had its own significant stake in the north beyond the jurisdictional 

grasp of Queensland and Western Australia. In other words, the states were not the only 

governments with direct administrative responsibilities in the Australian tropics. One notable 

exclusion from the meeting was Roger Nott, the Northern Territory Administrator. While he 

had been included by the PTNC in some of the initial correspondence with the states, as far as 

the Menzies Government was concerned, Nott was a sideline figure on this particular 

question of northern policy. Moreover, the Menzies Government may not have considered 

Nott to be an important contributor to the formulation of federal northern development 

policy. He was a Labor politician and his 1961 appointment to the position of NT 

Administrator may have been motivated by political concerns in New South Wales; Nott had 

been a minister in the New South Wales Labor Government and his recruitment to the NT 

post by the federal coalition had forced an early by-election in his seat of Liverpool Plains—

subsequently won by the Country Party.63 Both Nott’s absence and the seniority of the 

attendees were just two of several tactical measures which shaped negotiations with Brand 

and Nicklin.  

Cabinet set three guidelines for the Commonwealth’s approach to talks with the premiers. At 

first, the premiers were to be encouraged to make their case. Following that, the 

 
63 Roger Nott’s path to the position of NT Administrator was not necessairly unusual (as the Menzies 
Government had at least once before appointed a Labor politician to the role of Northern Territory 
Administrator—see the 1952 appointment of former Labor Premier of Western Australia, Frank Wise), but it 
may have been politically motivated. Nott’s appointment exemplified how governments could relegate northern 
interests to promote the political concerns of southern Australia politicians. At the time he was offered the role, 
Nott was Minister for Agriculture in the NSW Labor Government. His appointment as NT Administrator in 
1961 forced a by-election in Liverpool Plains in which Labor’s candidate, Robert Johnson, narrowly lost to the 
Country Party’s, Frank O’Keefe. In 1962, the electoral commission redistributed the district of Liverpool Plains 
between Barwon and Upper Hunter—both electorates dominated by conservative political parties. "N.T. 
Appointment for Nott Comes as Surprise to Cabinet," SMH, 14 February 1964, 1; Editorial, "Mr Nott Poses 
Some Problems," SMH, 15 February 1961, 2; "Newly Won C.P. Seat May Go - Appeal Plan," SMH, 7 May 
1964, 21. 
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Commonwealth would promote its own policy but “ought not to receive the state proposals 

harshly or with inflexibility in mind”.64 The third guideline assumed that the premiers might 

then dig in and defend their position. If that was the case, the prime minister would propose a 

ministerial committee representative of the three governments: a concession sold as an outlet 

for periodic reviews of the Northern Division’s progress. Ultimately, the answer from 

Menzies was that his government would not support the creation of a federal northern 

development authority. While no transcript of the three-hour conversation is available, the 

outcome was clear. Menzies and his cabinet colleagues convinced the premiers to abandon 

their pursuit of a federal northern development authority and support the Commonwealth 

agenda.65 

Despite entering the negotiation with an alternative proposal, the premiers of Queensland and 

Western Australia emerged from the talks in relative harmony with the prime minister. They 

had quickly agreed with Menzies, which reinforced the likelihood that neither premier was 

ever committed to fight for the development authority concept. Instead, the premiers had 

acquiesced to the federal government’s policy, agreeing with Menzies that the Northern 

Division provided the most appropriate machinery to cooperate on northern development.66 

The Menzies Government’s tactical appeasement had worked; both premiers agreed to 

nominate senior state officials to serve as Commonwealth liaisons to the Northern Division.  

While there was an agreement between Menzies, Nicklin, and Brand, slight differences in the 

reaction from the premiers suggested that Queensland had adopted the Commonwealth 

position more readily than Western Australia. Nicklin told the Courier-Mail that “I am 

happy—we had valuable discussions and got a good hearing”, whereas Brand’s comments 

suggested he still believed in the rationale promoted by the PTNC.67 Brand addressed the 

National Press Club in Canberra on the day following the talks and said that “we did not get 

exactly what we asked for”.68 He then told the audience that “I believe it is essential in the 

first place that we quickly develop the north and that we quickly populate it”.69 Like the 

 
64 Commonwealth Government Cabinet Minute, ‘Proposal by WA and Qld for establishing a Northern Australia 
Development Authority’, Cabinet Decision 195, 5 May 1964, A5827, Volume 5/Agendum 160, NAA. 
65 A memorandum from the Queensland Government’s Premier’s Department indicated that, during the meeting, 
Menzies and his cabinet colleagues were never going to accept the joint state proposal: Under Secretary, 
Premier’s Department – Queensland Government, “Memorandum – Northern Development Discussions”, 25 
May 1964, “DNA – 1963-1965”, QSA, Item ID540579. 
66 "States Back Plans on the North," Age, 8 May 1964, 6. 
67 "Northern Development: Premiers Agree over Authority," CM, 8 May 1964, 1. 
68 "'Development of the North a National Task'," CM, 9 May 1964, 3. 
69 "Northern Growth 'Urgent'," SMH, 9 May 1964, 12. 
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PTNC, Brand was adamant that if Australia failed to incorporate the north into White 

Australia, then the nation “could not continue its policy of refusing to allow other peoples 

into northern Australia”.70 Brand regarded the meeting with Menzies and Nicklin as the 

beginning of “a very important stage in tackling the problems of the north”; while the 

Commonwealth had settled the matter of government machinery for now, debates about the 

national significance of northern development continued.71  

The outcome of the meeting between the premiers and prime minister constrained Australia’s 

approach to tropical development for several years. The Northern Division existed within a 

Commonwealth ministry that had never considered the north as a priority. The federal 

government continued to resist arguments that the north should receive special attention 

ensuring that northern development would remain a highly politicised concept. The PTNC 

had another 12 months of funding, but they were slow to adapt to the new consensus between 

state and federal governments. 

Glimmer of hope 

Hopkins and Foley could either accept the new accord on national northern development 

policy and reorientate the campaign—or continue a futile fight against national policy. 

Eventually, the men realised that unless the campaign repurposed its energies it would 

become irrelevant. The committee decided to continue raising public awareness of northern 

concerns through the media. The PTNC could leverage its networks and knowledge of the 

north to promote specific projects to the Northern Division.72  

Cooperation with the Northern Division meant embracing caution and diplomacy. On 4 June 

1964, the PTNC decided to accept defeat graciously by congratulating the state premiers—

and Charles Court—for their role in persuading the prime minister to add the Northern 

Division to the Department of National Development. The committee reframed recent events, 

resolving that the campaign had partially achieved its policy ambitions. Larry Foley’s 1964 

Progress Report spoke highly of the PTNC’s influence on national policy. He told the 

NQLGA that: 

 
70 Ibid. 
71 "Northern Development: Premiers Agree over Authority," CM, 8 May 1964, 1. 
72 “Fifteenth PTNC Meeting: Minutes”, 4 June 1964, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
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History may look back on these four months as the most significant period for the north. 

It was marked by an upsurge of interest throughout Australia in the subject of northern 

development, and by the most positive step ever taken by the federal government 

towards accepting responsibility for the north, namely, the setting up of a Northern 

Division in the Department of National Development. … being familiar with the 

workings of our democracy and aware of the power of publicity, [NQLGA] delegates 

will at once see the very definite cause-and-effect relationship in all this.73 

Foley provided statistics to back his case. Since coming together, the PTNC had distributed 

66,000 pieces of literature and issued 145 press releases (75 on policy and 70 on the north 

generally).74 The committee was about to take delivery of 5,000 copies of Larry Foley’s 

Operation Elbow Room, a small booklet promoting the lifestyle advantages of northern 

Australia—as opposed to congested city living in southern Australia.75 Foley argued that the 

campaign had made a difference. The committee’s Annual Report, authored by Hopkins, 

conveyed similar messages: “your PTNC is able to report a most successful year—our 

activities have continued on two fronts, the direct political and the general public relations”.76 

Foley and Hopkins waged a different public relations campaign when addressing the NQLGA 

and repositioned events to sell PTNC achievements to local leaders. Hopkins called for a 

continuation of the campaign and declared: 

the setup of the new Division within the Department is most impressive. A most capable 

leader in 38-year-old Dr RA Patterson has been found … also since the [1963 federal] 

election, the federal government has set up a committee of enquiry into transport costs in 

northern Australia, further evidence of the new interest in development of the north. 

These great advances in interest, Australia wide, of developing the north are due in no 

small part to the work of this committee and our news officer, Mr Larry Foley. His 

efforts have attained a degree of success that would have been thought quite impossible 

only two years ago. For all the tremendous progress in informing Australia about the 

North, the ignorance and complacency are massive, and it is your committee’s opinion 

that we must in no way relax our efforts.77  

 
73 Larry Foley, “Progress Report – 7 February-5 June 1964”, Presented at the Annual Meeting of the NQLGA 
on 5 June 1964, “DNA – 1963-1965”, QSA, Item ID540579. 
74 Ibid. 
75 Larry Foley, PTNC booklet, Operation Elbow Room, 1964, PTNC papers, box 4, JCUSC. 
76 Harry Hopkins, “PTNC Annual Report – 1963-64” NQLGA AGM, 5 June 1964, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
77 Hopkins, “PTNC Annual Report – 1963-64”, Ibid. 
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Rather than represent the limits of regional influence on national policy, recent events had 

demonstrated how north Queensland could shape federal policy debates. Searching for a new 

angle to sustain the campaign, Hopkins and Foley latched onto William Spooner’s sudden 

resignation as federal Minister for National Development.78 Spooner’s resignation offered the 

PTNC a glimmer of hope. The long-serving minister had never been a major supporter of 

northern development. Meeting records indicated that Hopkins had heard that the federal 

Liberal member for the New South Wales seat of Farrer, David Fairbairn, would replace 

Spooner. A new minister meant the campaign had acquired a new target.  

Fairbarn’s views on northern development were unclear but the PTNC adopted a diplomatic 

approach and sent a note of congratulations to the new minister.79 Despite being from “the 

south”, the PTNC had no choice but to approve  Fairbairn’s ascendency. Their endorsement 

was at odds with the Sydney Morning Herald, who described him as a “disappointing 

choice”, arguing that his prior “junior ministry” credentials in the Department of Air were not 

up to the task of national development or steering the Northern Division toward success.80 

With their change of direction and greater focus on diplomacy, the PTNC were not inclined 

to criticise Fairbairn as the major newspaper had done. Hopkins and Foley  appear to have 

learned from their past mistakes and invited the new minister to visit the north.81 The 

lobbying group were keen exert influence and offered their services to Fairbairn to help him 

settle into an important new role.82 It is unclear whether the minister accepted the invitation. 

The next few months were some of the quietest in the PTNC campaign. In August 1964, 

Hopkins and Foley attended the National Council for Balanced Development conference in 

Armidale. The PTNC announced that the conference aimed to “establish the essentials of a 

national plan to ensure our permanent possession of this vast land which we claim to 

occupy”.83 Hopkins delivered a major speech and then NCBD members elected him vice-

president, another measure of his growing national profile. The two most significant events to 

occur in the remainder of 1964 were the speech delivered to PTNC by Rex Patterson, the 

 
78 "Spooner Resigns from Cabinet: Shock for Liberals," SMH, 3 June 1964, 1. 
79 During its 4 June meeting, People the North discussed Fairbairn’s appointment and decided to send a note of 
congratulations to the new minister. 
80 "P.M. Raises Two New Ministers to Cabinet," Age, 15 June 1964, 5; Editorial, "A Disappointing Choice," 
SMH, 11 June 1964, 2. 
81 "Invitation to Fairbairn to Tour North," SMH, 15 June 1964, 25. 
82 Larry Foley, PTNC Press Release, Come North Mr Fairbairn, [undated, most likely mid-June] 1964, SLQ, 
Call number: Box 18803, PTNC by NQLGA, ID: 77394674 
83 Larry Foley, PTNC Press Release, National Conference, 9 August 1964, SLQ, Call number: Box 18803, 
PTNC by NQLGA, ID: 77394674. 
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director of the Department of National Development’s Northern Division, and an 

announcement by the Commonwealth that Townsville would become a central part of 

national security plans. Those plans culminated in the establishment of Lavarack Barracks 

army base in Townsville, a massive defence complex, which would be located near Mount 

Stuart.84 

PTNC caught by surprise 

The Commonwealth’s 1964 decision to build a new army base in Townsville led to one of the 

most significant projects of northern development in Australian history. The PTNC were 

caught completely unaware of the project, but this does not signal that their campaign—and 

indeed those of the NQLGA—lacked influence over the federal government’s decision. Since 

at least 1944, local governments had lobbied the Commonwealth to build a defence base in 

north Queensland. In 1964, federal politicians overruled military advice and ordered the 

construction of a new base in Townsville.85 Cabinet records do not readily explain the 

Commonwealth’s sudden decision to thrust Townsville ahead of locations favoured by 

defence chiefs. There is evidence that domestic northern development concerns, alongside 

foreign policy and military considerations, influenced federal politicians.  

The Townsville army base project stemmed from a series of inquiries addressing concerns 

about the capability of Australian defence forces. These inquiries focused on increasing the 

size and striking power of the Australian Army. While the NQLGA had long warned about 

susceptibility to invasion from the north, recent events in Southeast Asia added new urgency 

to Australian defence concerns. Several conflicts in Southeast Asia prompted the 

Commonwealth to reconsider national security. Australia had rotated units on deployments 

with the British Commonwealth Far East Strategic Reserve Battalion in Southeast Asia since 

at least 1955. In 1962, Australia began deploying military advisors to the conflict festering in 

Vietnam. As the year wore on, the government anticipated further deployments to Vietnam 

and potentially other areas of Southeast Asia. In this climate, federal cabinet approved 

 
84 While Townsville’s connection to military facilities, bases, and coastal defences began as early as the 1870s, 
and the impact of the Second World War on north Queensland is outlined in this thesis, the establishment of the 
Lavarack Barracks defence base project from 1964 is the most significant and enduring element of the city’s 
connection with national security and defence planning. For analysis of Townsville’s early defences, see: David 
Lawrence, Rozel Brown, Ewen McPhee & Ed Slaughter, “Coastal Fortifications of Townsville,” Memoirs of the 
Queensland Museum, 4, no. 1 (2006): 53-87; For Townsville’s role as a point of transit and training during the 
Great War, see: Pauline O'Keeffe, Gordon Grimwade and the Cairns Historical Society. Northern Anzacs: How 
the First World War Shaped Far North Queensland. (Cairns, Queensland: Cairns Historical Society, 2018). 
85 White, Townsville and Lavarack Barracks. 26-27, 50. 
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sweeping changes to Australia’s regular and reserve armies, which included ordering the 

construction of a new base and training areas.86 The federal cabinet’s decision to review and 

expand the Australian army was widely reported in national media.87 Following the publicity, 

the NQLGA discussed the merits of building a new defence base in north Queensland. The 

Association wrote to the federal Minister for Army, John Cramer, requesting the government 

build a new defence facility on land near Cooktown.88 Even the North Queensland Register 

editorialised that: 

The federal government should consider fully the request made at the conference of the 

[NQLGA] at Atherton last Friday that the location of an army group should be in north 

Queensland … All will remember how defenceless north Queensland was in the critical 

days of the last war. The federal government must be more realistic than it has been in 

the past in respect to the defence of Australia. Firstly, it should strain every muscle to 

people the unpopulated or sparsely populated areas north of the Tropic ... While this 

could take years of development, the placing of Army installations could be done in a 

fraction of the time. It could easily result in repelling any likely invasion.89 

Recognising that populating the north through mere civilian development projects could take 

many years, the editorial argued that a northern base would be a quick way to boost the 

population and strengthen defences at the same time—merging the northern development and 

national security agendas. Giving nothing away, Cramer advised the NQLGA that; “no 

possible site, including northern Australia, would be overlooked”, but the minister already 

knew that defence chiefs had settled on a location in southern Australia.90  

Cramer knew that the majority of Australian defence chiefs favoured a location on Victoria’s 

Mornington Peninsula. By September 1963, a military review board had reported to the 

government that “from the strategic, operational, and joint service training points of view the 

most satisfactory location for the [new] Regular Army battle group would be in Southeast 

 
86 The full-time (regular) army numbered just 22,000 in early 1963 and the federal government ordered an 
increase to 28,000 by 1967 and 33,000 by 1972. According to David Horner, the regular army had 21,944 troops 
in mid-1963 and 32,702 by mid-1968: David Horner, Strategic Command: General Sir John Wilton and 
Australia’s Asian Wars (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 2005), 254; “Army Strength and Organisation”, 
Shane Paltridge, Minister for Defence, 19 May 1964, A5827, Volume 7/Agendum 216, NAA. 
87 For example, the SMH applauded moves to boost Australian defence capabilities in order to provide a 
capacity for independent action: Editorial, "Revolution on Defence Thinking," SMH, 23 May 1963, 2.  
88 "NQLGA meeting, 4 October 1963: Agenda”, “People the North – Miscellaneous Correspondence - 1962-
1968”, QSA, Item ID 290917; "NQLGA meeting, 7 February 1964: Agenda”, Ibid. 
89 Editorial, “Essential that Army Establish Group in Strategic Locations of Northland,” NQR, 12 October 1963, 
3. 
90 “NQLGA Seeking Army Group Site in North”, NQR, 5 October 1963, 5. 
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Australia”.91 In favouring Victoria’s Mornington Peninsula, “attention was given to strategic 

considerations” and “[the] well-being of troops and their dependents”.92 Despite the clear 

recommendation, the federal government delayed their decision, focusing instead on other 

aspects of defence planning and the early federal election in November 1963. As conflicts 

worsened in Southeast Asian during 1964, the Chiefs of Staff Committee, Frederick 

Scherger, became convinced that Australia’s north-west was under greatest threat. In October 

1964, Scherger recommended the government build a new army base in Western Australia to 

decentralise defence resources and counter the threat.93 At least two locations now stood 

ahead of Townsville, but shortly after Scherger had settled on WA, the director of the 

Northern Division, Rex Patterson, travelled to Townsville to meet the PTNC. 

A “Pearl Harbour in the north” 

On the face of it, nothing was unusual about Patterson’s visit to Townsville. The committee 

had reached out to Patterson on a couple of occasions, extending congratulations on his 

appointment to the Northern Division and then offering information on potential projects. 

The two parties were natural allies—but it was the circumstances, timing, and subject of 

Patterson’s speech, which added intrigue. According to a PTNC press release, “the 

conference was called at the request of Dr Patterson, who said he wished to tell the 

Committee something of the work and problems of his department, and of projects under 

consideration for the north”.94 The PTNC had no idea that the Commonwealth was about to 

decide where to build a new defence base.  

During the visit, Patterson suggested that a large and permanent defence base would have a 

tremendous impact on north Queensland. He linked defence expansion with northern 

development, telling an audience of civic and business leaders, that northern population 

growth would strengthen national security and stimulate regional growth. Patterson had 

visited the US military base in Hawaii in 1958 and recalled the “coordination of the air force, 

army, and navy with harbour development, land communications, general services, schools, 

 
91 “Army Strength and Organisation”, A5827, Volume 14/Agendum 451, NAA. 
92 Ibid. 
93 “Note on Submission no.451 – Location of Third Regular Army Battle Group”, Cabinet Minute, Decision No. 
581, 6 November 1964, A5827, Volume 14/Agendum 451, NAA. 
94 Foley, PTNC Press Release, Dr Patterson to Meet Committee, 14 October 1964, SLQ, Call number: Box 
18803, PTNC by NQLGA, ID: 77394674. 
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hospitals, food supplies, and the development of the overall island itself”.95 What he saw “left 

one with a feeling of awe and pride to think that such an achievement was a reality”. He 

surmised that; “few people want to live in the north because of the lack of schools, hospitals, 

shopping facilities, [and] the long distance from relatives in the south”. The solution was 

clear—a “Pearl Harbour in the north” of Australia could establish a “powerful nucleus” for 

“development activities which would be felt over a wide area”.96 The message predictably 

resonated with northern development enthusiasts in Townsville.97 While his idea was not 

original— numerous others had previously called upon the government to strengthen 

northern defences—it was the first time that a senior public servant in charge of government 

machinery focused on northern development had promoted the concept in Townsville.  

A few weeks later, the city’s future suddenly changed. Federal cabinet overruled military 

advice and decided that Townsville “should be the permanent location of the third regular 

army battle group”.98 While decades of lobbying by north Queensland-based interests, the 

People the North campaign, Patterson’s speech, and northern development politics were all 

plausible factors, the exact motive for the sudden change is unclear. What is clear is that 

civilian matters did not sideline defence considerations. In 1963, a minute from a meeting of 

Australia’s defence chiefs noted that “the containment of international communism in 

mainland Southeast Asia continues to be of primary importance to Australia’s security”.99 

With the escalation of hostilities across the region during 1964, some politicians feared that 

most of Southeast Asia was at risk of communist incursion.  

In that scenario, the fate of New Guinea could become critical for Australia. Peter Howson, 

the federal Minister for Air between 1964 and 1968, suggested that Harold Holt’s concerns 

about Southeast Asia’s vulnerability to communism elevated the importance of New Guinea 

in federal cabinet discussions in October and November 1964. In his edited diary, Howson 

paraphrased Holt saying that New Guinea “might be attacked … therefore we need a large 

army”.100 The prominence of New Guinea in the mind of such a senior politician (Holt was 

 
95 Patterson, “Can Defence Development Assist in the DNA?” Address to the PTNC, Townsville, 18 October 
1964, “PTNC Archive - PTNC/AD/38”, JCULSC. 
96 Ibid. 
97 “Growing Population Needed for Security,” TDB, 19 October 1964, 2; “Defence Base in North ‘would boost 
area’”, CM, 19 October 1964, 4. 
98 Cabinet Minute, Decision No. 581, 6 November 1964, A5827, Volume 14/Agendum 451, NAA. 
99 Minute by the Chiefs of Staff Committee, 4 and 12 September 1963, A5827, Volume 14/Agendum 451, 
NAA. 
100 Howson paraphrased Holt’s comments in cabinet debates on 4 and 5 November 1964: Peter Howson and 
Don Aitkin, The Howson Diaries: The Life of Politics (Ringwood, Victoria: Viking Press, 1984), 121, 232. 
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then the treasurer and became prime minister in 1966) may have contributed to cabinet’s 

decision to go with Townsville. A stronger defence presence in north Queensland put 

Australia’s forces closer to potential action in New Guinea. Yet while foreign policy and 

military concerns factored, the politics of northern development were decisive— the highest 

levels of the Australian government had noticed Patterson’s speech to the PTNC. 

In late November 1964, the prime minister was likely to have been shown an anonymous 

letter criticising Patterson’s speech “about a Pearl Harbour complex in north Queensland”. 

The long and highly critical letter scolded Patterson and described his speech to the PTNC as 

“unauthorised”.101 The author is unknown but the recipient was John Bunting, the Secretary 

of the Prime Minister’s Department, which suggests that the ultimate intended audience was 

Menzies. Nevertheless, the Menzies Government were still sensitive to accusations of 

northern neglect. Even though the major electoral danger had passed with the 1963 federal 

election, there was an unusual half-Senate election scheduled for 5 December 1964.102 The 

outcome of the half-Senate election would determine which party held Upper House 

majority. If Menzies was sensitive about his government’s public image on northern 

development ahead of that election, the publicity generated by Patterson’s speech may have 

helped to tip momentum in Townsville’s favour. Furthermore, when subsequent Prime 

Minister Harold Holt opened Lavarack Barracks in July 1966, he linked the project to 

northern development. Holt declared that Australia was going through a period of 

development and national progress that “included the necessity to give greater emphasis to 

the development of the northern part of Australia”.103 Holt added that “north Queenslanders 

have always been more conscious of defence needs… this no doubt stems from your 

geographical position [and that] you are close to the danger areas of the north”. At the 

opening of the barracks in 1966, both Holt and Nicklin later identified Lavarack Barracks as a 

project of northern development.104 The base and subsequent defence projects have become 

part of one of the twentieth century’s most enduring and influential northern development 

projects.  

 
101 Author Unknown, “Northern Development”, to John Bunting, 25 November 1964, “Establishment of 
‘Northern Division’ of DND”, NAA, Item ID1345035. 
102 Menzies had called an early federal election in 1963, which caused a half-senate election in December 1964: 
“Fight for the Senate – Sir Robert Plays to Win,” Age, 4 December 1964, 2. 
103 Editorial, “History Will Highlight Events of July 29, 1966,” TDB, 30 July 1966, 2; “Two Climactic Events in 
History of the North,” TDB, 30 July 1966, 1. 
104 The opening of the base in 1966 and Rex Patterson’s reaction to Holt’s claims are analysed in the next 
chapter. 
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While the Townsville Daily Bulletin frequently reported on the defence review, and analysed 

Rex Patterson’s speech to the PTNC, the newspaper did not predict cabinet’s decision.105 

Even People the North were unaware. Larry Foley published a press release on 7 November  

acclaiming the turning of the first sod in the construction of “Australia’s First Tropical 

University” but did not mention that a military base could be built next door.106 Foley wrote 

that: 

In the coming era of northern development the turning of a single sod in a square mile of 

scrub at Townsville on Saturday November 7 could well be seen as an act far more 

significant than all the mighty bull-dozing works at Weipa, Gladstone, Mt. Isa, and the 

Ord. For on the spot marked by Queensland Premier’s Nicklin’s simple spadework will 

grow a new university. The role of the new university will be to break new ground in 

Australian research and technology. As North Australia comes under closer scrutiny, it 

becomes clearer that the greatest barrier to northern development is not distance, 

isolation, inaccessibility, or climate, but lack of knowledge.107 

Foley’s own lack of knowledge was unwittingly on display—but he could not have known 

that during the following year, the first sod would be turned in the construction of a major 

military base just a few hundred metres from the university site. Nobody in Townsville knew 

of the forthcoming momentous project. There was no speculation in the local newspaper 

about investment by defence and local reports did not surface until 9 November.108 An 

editorial then argued that any decision to base troops in the area would be “a wise one” and 

that “the sooner the plans… are implemented the better”.109 Following discussion with 

officials from the federal government’s Department of Army, Townsville’s city council 

endorsed the project.110 Cramer appeared on local television on 26 November 1964 and 

announced the government had chosen Townsville.111  

The PTNC met in Cairns and reflected on the sudden and unexpected decision. Buoyed by 

recent events, Hopkins moved to request local governments to support the PTNC for another 
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three years.112 Hopkins identified the “recent success” of the movement as a basis for 

extending the campaign and Cairns Mayor, Darcy Chataway, seconded his motion. There is 

no doubt that the sudden emergence of the army base project in Townsville had enhanced 

confidence of success. While the PTNC overlooked the public relations opportunity to take 

credit for the unexpected army base, the PTNC Annual Report written by Harry Hopkins in 

mid-1965 linked the committee to the base. Hopkins reflected that “the effect of publicity 

campaigns is not always easy to pinpoint but ours seems already to be producing regular 

current dividends.”113  

Harry Hopkins saw the Townsville army base project as a small but important step in the 

right direction for achieving the goals of the People the North Committee: “the really big 

dividends are still to come, [but] the immediate achievements, the current dividends, are not 

to be scoffed at”.114 But as the committee’s initial three-year term was set to expire in mid-

1965, a few local councils scoffed at the cost of continuing the public relations campaign 

 

 
112 “Nineteenth PTNC Meeting: Minutes”, 28 November 1964, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
113 Harry Hopkins, “PTNC, Chairman’s Annual Report – 1964-65” Presented at the Annual Meeting of the 
NQLGA on 4 June 1965, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
114 Ibid. 
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Figure 6: “Operation Elbow Room”. 
Part of the front page of Larry Foley’s Operation Elbow Room booklet. The booklet contained maps, graphs, and 
sections of text promoting the national benefits of developing the north. Source: “PTNC – Miscellaneous 
Correspondence – 1962-1968”, QSA, Item ID290917. 
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Figure 7: “Operation Elbow Room” – Back Page 
The back page of the Operation Elbow Room booklet. Foley dedicated part of the publication to promoting the 
lifestyle advantages of living in the Australian tropics over the continent’s temperate zones. Source: “PTNC – 
Miscellaneous Correspondence – 1962-1968”, QSA, Item ID290917. 
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Chapter Nine: “More enthusiasm than influence” — People the North’s 

afternoon light, 1965-1969 

Moving into 1965, People the North’s future was uncertain. Campaign backers had initially 

provided financial and political support for three years from June 1962. As the initial term 

drew to a close, committee leaders attempted to justify the continuation of a costly national 

campaign. The public record demonstrated that the PTNC campaign had successfully raised 

the profile of northern Australia but had failed to persuade the Commonwealth to commit to 

major policy changes. Despite recent moderate gains, such as the unexpected military base 

announcement in Townsville, the outlook for northern development was bleak.1 The 

Queensland and Western Australian state governments had abandoned their joint northern 

development authority proposal. Furthermore, the federal government’s alternative 

machinery—the Northern Division—had made no major policy announcements and tensions 

between its director, Rex Patterson, and the Menzies cabinet were emerging.2 Indeed, the 

forces confronting the PTNC campaign multiplied in 1965 with the rise of scientifically-

based opposition to northern development, symbolised by the publication of Bruce 

Davidson’s The Northern Myth. By the mid-1960s, any mystery about the natural resources 

of Australia’s great northern expanse had largely evaporated. Mapping and resource surveys, 

increasingly detailed and sophisticated since the Second World War, partially stimulated 

Davidson’s argument that most of Australia’s tropical lands would never attract major 

settlements.  

Rather than concede defeat, Harry Hopkins saw many reasons to continue the campaign. As 

the chairman of the PTNC and a former president of the NQLGA, the veteran Townsville city 

councillor rallied local governments in north Queensland to renew their support for peopling 

the north. In June 1965, he told the region’s councillors that the previous twelve months had 

“been another year of examination and research rather than concrete results” and it had “been 

a matter of marking time if not actual set-back” in the fight for northern development.3 Some 

local governments hesitated when Hopkins asked them to extend their commitment to the 

PTNC for another three years. Mulgrave Shire demanded to see the committee’s financial 

 
1 Editorial, "The Ominous Lull in Northern Development," SMH, 17 February 1965, 2. 
2 "Northern Development (I) - Does 'the North' Really Matter in Canberra," SMH, 17 February 1965, 2. 
3 Harry Hopkins, “PTNC Annual Report – 1964-65,” NQLGA AGM, 5 June 1964, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
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records and several of the twenty-four NQLGA members were not convinced the campaign 

had delivered value for money.4  

The cooling enthusiasm for the PTNC symbolised how the campaign had become dislocated 

from the interests and preferred methods of some north Queensland local governments. While 

focusing on national concerns for most of the past three years, the PTNC had overlooked 

local dissent. Hopkins and Foley concentrated on federal political debates and national media 

at the cost of maintaining consensus in an ever-growing northern polity. Since 1959, the 

NQLGA had expanded further south and west from the coastal corridor between Townsville 

and Cairns. The local government association was larger than ever—attempting to represent a 

region that spanned from urban centres nestled among rainforest-covered coastal ranges to 

desert towns scattered among the cattle stations and emergent mines of the inland. The 

growth increasingly tested the historic unity forged by councils after the Second World War. 

Intercity and sub-regional rivalries were occasionally evident in meeting records. The 

Association’s president, William Garbutt, complained that “the greatest enemies north 

Queensland has are we north Queenslanders ourselves—we just won’t pull together for the 

sake of the North, but would rather be parochial”.5  

While the PTNC had become a source of increasing division among north Queensland 

politicians, it did attract new supporters to the campaign for northern development. The 

variety of new supporters brought in by the PTNC helped to paper over emerging fracture 

lines in the unity of local councils. As councils debated the value of continuing the campaign, 

the PTNC received enquiries from job and adventure seekers, and sympathetic people and 

organisations in southern Australia.6 The campaign had elevated the profile of the north and 

some people had become interested in migrating to the tropics. Much of the new interest was 

a nod to Larry Foley’s promotion of lifestyle and economic opportunities. He argued that “the 

south-eastern fringe is getting worn and ragged, its benefits harder to come by” whereas the 

north promised a “different atmosphere, cleaner, and more peaceful” and full of opportunity.7 

Such arguments softened the expectations of life in the north—according to the PTNC, 

people no longer needed to extol the attributes of traditional pioneers and live a difficult life 

toiling against the odds. Foley reframed pioneering in the tropical environment and pitched 

 
4 “Twenty-first PTNC Meeting: Minutes”, 3 April 1965, Ibid. 
5 WO Garbutt, President’s Annual Report, 30 May 1967, “PTNC – 1962-1968”, QSA, Item ID290917. 
6 See dozens of examples in boxes 1 and 2, PTNC papers, JCUSC. 
7 Larry Foley, Operation Elbow Room, PTNC booklet, c1964, PTNC papers, box 4, JCUSC. 
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the warm and wide-open spaces of Australia’s north as healthy alternatives to life in a 

congested southern city. Moreover, tropical migrants did not need to leave behind their urban 

lifestyle, with settlements at Mount Isa, Townsville, and Cairns helping to “tame the 

wilderness” with air-conditioned housing and suburban developments arranged around the 

motor car.8 Yet while trying to normalise the north for regular Australians, Foley retained a 

sense of mystery and hope for the entrepreneur. In other words, the developing urbanity had 

merely softened the edges of the frontier, and lands rich with untapped potential still awaited 

discovery and exploitation.9 While Foley’s work grabbed attention, marketing and public 

relations would never be enough to stir mass-migration from Australia’s temperate zones. 

To achieve this aim, the PTNC needed national policy to change. To keep pressure on 

governments; the movement welcomed new sources of political and organisational support 

by endorsing a new branch based in Sydney and briefly welcoming new perspectives. These 

moves helped the lobbying group to survive and kept politicians such as Charles Court 

interested. Other big-name politicians like deputy Labor leader, Gough Whitlam, and the 

National Development minister, David Fairbairn, engaged with People the North initiatives. 

Both men accepted speaking engagements at a northern development symposium organised 

by the PTNC and hosted by the University of New South Wales in 1966. The symposium 

demonstrated one of the ways People the North sustained policy debates long after Prime 

Minister Menzies had quashed the imminent possibility of a joint state-federal northern 

development authority. Yet if the PTNC were to achieve its most ambitious objectives, then it 

would need to regain the influence it had held briefly in 1963.  

The retirement of Menzies from the prime ministership in 1966 offered some hope to the 

PTNC that a revitalised Liberal government led by Harold Holt could be open-minded about 

a stronger pivot to the north. New federal leadership at least presented opportunities to make 

a fresh case for northern development. Criticism of national northern development policy 

from within the Holt government demonstrated that there were potential openings for the 

PTNC. Furthermore, politics and society in Australia were evolving in the late 1960s—

“values and aspirations are changing rapidly” argued the author of a book examining 

 
8 For numerous examples, see: What the Press is Saying, Series 13, PTNC booklet, “PTNC – 1962-1968”, QSA, 
Item ID290917. 
9 Larry Foley, "'Iron Man's' Brushes with Death," SMH, 7 November 1965, 9. 
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Australian attitudes at the time.10 Furthermore, the PTNC underwent major personnel 

changes as the result of local government elections forced out campaign stalwarts and caused 

a reshuffle in the committee.  

This chapter explores the PTNC’s activities between 1965 and 1969. It analyses how the 

lobbying group gradually lost touch with an evolving region and a rapidly changing 

Australia. A number of social and political tensions and cultural activities helped to set ideal 

conditions for a variety of challenges to contemporary Australian life and concepts of 

nationhood. The second half of the decade coincided with the fraying of the White Australia 

policy, which had been a foundational element of Australian nationhood since federation. 

After the Second World War, the cultural assumptions and racism inherent within the policy 

came under increasing scrutiny from within and outside Australia. By the mid-1960s, the 

policy was under attack on several fronts, which drew further reflection Australia’s treatment 

of non-white peoples and role and responsibilities in the Asia-Pacific region. The weakening 

of the policy in the 1960s is pertinent to the decline of the PTNC because the lobbying group 

had relied upon a rationale for northern development, which appealed to the ideals of a white 

Australia.  

The chapter begins with the committee’s decision to ask councils to commit further funding 

and extend the campaign beyond 1965. The committee’s bid for survival received a boost 

when supporters in Sydney held a conference in June 1965 and generated new momentum. 

The conference led to a major newspaper supplement published in the Sydney Morning 

Herald, which promoted northern development. The conference and newspaper supplement 

helped generated further interest and helped the PTNC to organise a national symposium at 

the University of Sydney in 1966. This chapter analyses the conference, newspaper 

supplement, and national symposium. It reveals the major internal fractures that soaked up 

campaign energies from 1966. The chapter concludes by explaining the local and national 

tensions, which guaranteed the demise of the People the North publicity campaign in 1969.  

Justifying the committee’s survival 

The minutes of PTNC meetings in early 1965 documented an organisation determined to 

continue lobbying for changes to northern development policy. Moreover, the committee re-

 
10 See Russel Ward’s review of Profile of Australia by Craig McGregor: Russel Ward, "Something Personal - a 
Young Man Looks at Australia," SMH, 26 November 1966, 21; Craig McGregor, Profile of Australia 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968). 
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committed to its current strategy and decided to allow Terry Southwell-Keely to attend any 

future meetings, which suggested some revision and redirection might occur.11 Yet if changes 

were on the agenda, they were less important than ensuring the committee’s immediate 

survival. After securing pledges of unspecified support from at least 24 local authorities, 

boards, and private organisations, the PTNC passed a recommendation in April 1965 that the 

NQLGA endorse the committee to continue until at least June 1967. On the face of it, 24 

pledges indicated strong approval in north Queensland, but it was unclear whether the support 

was merely conceptual or included financial commitments for a guaranteed period. Some of 

the pledges came with conditions; for example, the Cairns City Council pledged support for 

another twelve months on the condition that Larry Foley spend at least twelve weeks based in 

Cairns working directly with local aldermen.12 Some Cairns councillors felt that Townsville 

had gained most of the benefit. Other signs of a fracturing regional accord were demonstrated 

in April 1965, when thirteen of the original contributors to the campaign had yet to respond 

to the committee’s appeal for continued support.  

Councils considered the PTNC’s recommendation for a continuation of the campaign for 

another two years at the 1965 annual meeting of the North Queensland Local Government 

Association. Before the meeting, Hopkins and Foley lobbied councils and other potential 

backers to vote for continuation. Foley attended council meetings in Mulgrave, Proserpine, 

and Cairns to pitch the case. He and Hopkins had settled on a rationale that development was 

languishing and unless the PTNC lobbied politicians, the nation would turn its back on the 

north.13  

While local support was wavering, new national challenges emerged. Hopkins and Foley 

prepared to address the challenges posed by the rise of scientifically based opposition to 

northern development. The PTNC authorised the purchase of three copies of Bruce 

Davidson’s The Northern Myth.14 Davidson’s profile and potential influence over public 

perceptions and decision-makers in the federal government meant that the PTNC could not 

ignore the book. In a letter to Nicklin in 1964, Court referred to “anti-north zealots in the 

Institute of Agriculture [at the] University [of Western Australia]” and claimed they had 

“done a lot of work among their academic friends at Canberra to sell them on what they refer 

 
11 “Twentieth PTNC Meeting: Minutes”, 4 February 1965, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
12 “Twenty-first PTNC Meeting: Minutes”, 3 April 1965, Ibid. 
13 Harry Hopkins, “PTNC Annual Report – 1964-65,” Presented at the Annual Meeting of the NQLGA on 5 
June 1964, Ibid. 
14 “Twenty-second PTNC Meeting: Minutes”, 3 June 1965, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
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to as ‘the myth of the north’”.15 Court was referring to Davidson, who was a temporary 

lecturer and a research fellow at the University of Western Australia between 1963 and 

1965—at a time when the WA state government was lobbying the Commonwealth to finance 

further stages of the Ord River Irrigation Scheme. A major historian of the Northern 

Territory, David Carment, aptly described Bruce Davidson as “one of Australia’s most 

publicly influential agricultural economists” and The Northern Myth as his “most important” 

work.16 The book contended that irrigated agricultural development in northern Australia 

could not be justified on economic grounds.  

Hopkins addressed the key contentions of Davidson’s book in his 1964-65 PTNC Annual 

Report. He labelled it an “erudite work by a scientist of standing”, but warned NQLGA 

members that “it would be a grave error on the part of the nation’s leaders if they accept his 

book as the last word on the subject of northern development … [because] it is not the last 

word; it is only the first word”.17 Highlighting the book had helped Hopkins to make the case 

that the north still needed People the North’s strong advocacy. Hopkins challenged a scientist 

of equal standing to Davidson to come forward with “the northern promise” and rallied 

colleagues to rise against opposition to northern development.18  

Despite Hopkins’ rationale that northern development needed a strong advocate like the 

PTNC, there were reasonable grounds to end the campaign in mid-1965. The PTNC had 

achieved part of its agenda by raising the profile of northern Australia in public policy 

debates. Hopkins and Foley had influenced recent decisions by state and federal governments 

and People the North had ensured that northern concerns featured heavily in discussions by 

the National Council for Balanced Development. Numerous high-profile Australians had 

coalesced around the movement and lent their support to lobbying governments. Through 

People the North, the voice of north Queensland’s local councils had reached state premiers 

and the prime minister and influenced considerations by federal cabinet. Overall, these efforts 

 
15 Court to Nicklin, 5 May 1964, SROWA, S4514, Cons 1302 1963/065. 
16 The full title of the publication was The Northern Myth: A Study of the Physical and Economic Limits to 
Agricultural and Pastoral Development in Tropical Australia. It was published in three editions in 1965, 1966, 
and 1972: David Carment, 'Davidson, Bruce Robinson (1924–1994)', ADB, NCB, ANU, 
https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/davidson-bruce-robinson-18265/text29862, published online 2018, [accessed 
online 18 March 2020]. 
17 Harry Hopkins, “PTNC Annual Report – 1964-65,” NQLGA AGM, 5 June 1964, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
18 “Opposition Must be Overcome to Hasten Progress,” TDB, 9 June 1965, 20. 
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provided councils with an opportunity to learn from the campaign and reinvent local lobbying 

for a new era of development. 

The NQLGA was in a strong position to lead a new development-focused initiative. Where 

People the North had stagnated and potentially encountered the limits of its capacity to 

reshape Australian development, the committee’s parent organisation retained a position as a 

leading polity in Australia’s north.19 One indication of the NQLGA’s ongoing reputation for 

results was its continued expansion. New members joined the Association from western 

Queensland. In June 1965, the inclusion of Cloncurry Shire in the NQLGA demonstrated that 

a greater fraternity had developed between coastal councils and authorities, which extended 

to the Northern Territory border. Western expansion continued in 1966 when McKinlay 

Shire, centred on Julia Creek, also joined the Association. McKinlay councillors were 

inspired by the example of the Cloncurry Shire Council, whose Chairman, Bob Katter 

(senior), had sought NQLGA assistance with development in western Queensland. 

Cloncurry’s council hoped to exert greater influence over lobbying by the Federal Inland 

Development Organisation and suggested People the North form a western sub-committee.20 

While the NQLGA had steadily expanded before the advent of the PTNC, the lobbying 

group’s campaigns had enhanced the perception that councils in northern Queensland—even 

those with small populations—could influence national development initiatives. The PTNC 

campaign had potentially encouraged the aspirations of local councils in all northern areas. 

These were some of the seemingly immeasurable benefits of a publicity campaign aimed at a 

national audience; in the debate about the PTNC’s future, Garbutt, said that “maybe [some] 

things achieved by the committee [are] not tangible … [but] the job had to be got on with”.21  

Garbutt’s endorsement of continued promotion of the north through the PTNC followed 

lengthy discussion of the committee’s merits at the NQLGA annual meeting.22 During the 

debate, Mulgrave Shire councillor, GK Alley, criticised the campaign and said his area had 

obtained no more benefit from the PTNC’s efforts than it had from other organisations—and 

that an (unspecified) group in Cairns were doing more to promote the far north. Mulgrave’s 

criticism was indicative of an emerging gap between northern and far northern councils and 

 
19 In the absence of a Northern Terriroty government, the NQLGA may have been the largest and most 
influential representative (though indirect) political body in northern Australia during the mid-1960s. 
20 Editorial, “Cloncurry Shire in Joining NQLGA Shining Example to Many Councils,” TDB, 7 June 1965, 2. 
21 “17 Mayors and Chairmen Attend NQLGA Parleys,” TDB, 5 June 1965, 2. 
22 The Johnstone Shire Council hosted the meeting in Innisfail, where the NQLGA had been founded just over 
21 years before: “NQLGA Comes of Age at its Birthplace,” TDB, 5 June 1965, 3. 
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increased competition between Cairns and Townsville and their hinterlands. While notable 

because it presaged a greater geography-based fracture that would affect the long-standing 

unity of local councils, Mulgrave’s dissent was the exception. The majority of NQLGA 

members still saw the campaign as delivering result for the whole region and not just 

Townsville. With a majority secured, the NQLGA decided to continue with the PTNC 

campaign. Hopkins had successfully pitched the case for persistence and Garbutt singled him 

out for praise, contending “no other man would be willing to work many long hours at night 

to ensure that his own business did not suffer because of his activities for the PTNC”.23 The 

Townsville Daily Bulletin’s report indicated that Hopkins received a round of applause from 

dozens of local administrators present at the meeting, including 17 mayors and chairmen 

from across the north.24 Garbutt’s admiration for Hopkins’ hard work appeared warranted, as 

without the efforts of the Townsville city councillor, it is likely that the PTNC would not 

have exerted the level of influence it had. More importantly, Garbutt’s “no other man would 

be willing …” statement foretold the dangers to the PTNC if Hopkins became tired of his 

substantial efforts or lost his seat on Townsville’s council.  

Expansion into Sydney 

From early 1965, the PTNC began to benefit from the efforts of an architect named Warwick 

Kells. Formerly of Mackay, Kells was a partner in Peddle, Thorp & Walker, an architecture 

company with offices in Sydney and Brisbane. Kells helped to breathe new life into the 

campaign by organising a PTNC conference in Sydney in June 1965. The conference led to 

the creation of a Sydney branch of the PTNC campaign, which helped the committee in north 

Queensland to organise further significant initiatives for northern development.  

Although there is no evidence Kells met with members of the PTNC, he travelled to north 

Queensland on three occasions in late 1964. In early 1965, the PTNC authorised Kells to 

represent the PTNC in attempts to generate support for the lobbying group in Sydney. Kells’ 

first initiative was to arrange a conference in Sydney to test levels of support for northern 

development in New South Wales. He invited prominent supporters of northern concerns and 

requested representation from the Queensland and WA governments. In letters to the state 

governments, Kells discussed the general “expansion of the PTNC into Sydney” and 

 
23 “17 Mayors and Chairmen Attend NQLGA Parleys,” TDB, 5 June 1965, 2. 
24 A picture published by the Townsville Daily Bulletin indicated that at least 37 delegates attended to the 
meeting in Innisfail, see: “Local Government Men Meet at Innisfail,” TDB, 5 June 1965, 20. 
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described the conference as an opportunity to explore better promotion of northern 

potential.25 Hopkins explained the purpose of the conference to Court as “determine[ing] 

editorial content” for a Sydney Morning Herald supplement on northern Australia and 

ascertain the potential of “establishing a Sydney branch of the committee.”26 The PTNC were 

considering how to run a massive newspaper supplement in Sydney later in 1965 and the 

conference organised by Kells could help build momentum. Hopkins knew what would 

appeal to Court and described the event as an excellent opportunity to gain publicity for the 

Ord River Irrigation Scheme. At the time, the WA government was waiting on a (delayed) 

decision from the Commonwealth on funding the second stage of the Ord scheme.27 Hopkins 

hoped the WA minister would see the Sydney conference as an opportunity to press the case 

for federal funding, but Court’s correspondence with Nicklin revealed state governments to 

be unwilling to re-engage with the PTNC.  

Court told Nicklin “I have some reservations” about participating in the conference mainly 

because of concerns about upsetting the federal government.28 Nicklin also had “reservations 

regarding Kells’ activities” and confirmed Queensland would not attend the conference. 

Court, however, ruminated over the decision to contribute to the latest PTNC initiative. At 

first, he sought the “urgent advice” of another minister in the WA government, Bill Bovell. 

Court wrote to Bovell that normally he would be into this “like a chicken into the proverbial 

… but two things cause me to hesitate”.29 Court cited “People the North’s domination of the 

project” and “our present uneasy relationship with the Commonwealth” as reasons not to 

attend. Bovell agreed but added “there could be advantage” in framing the PTNC event as a 

demonstration that northern development was not exclusive to WA.30 Court may have 

preferred more enthusiasm from the Queensland government, but Nicklin’s record of 

reluctance to press the Commonwealth negated chances of that. Court could not afford to put 

Nicklin offside by demanding the Queensland government be more assertive about federal 

support for northern development. Instead, he chose diplomacy and wrote: 

 
25 For example, see: Warwick Kells to Court, 28 April 1965, “Northern Development”, SROWA, S4514, Cons 
1302 1965/044. 
26 Hopkins to Court, 10 June 1965, Ibid. 
27 “W.A. Wants Cash for Ord Irrigation Scheme,” Age, 10 March 1965, 5; “Delay on Ord Criticised,” SMH, 13 
July 1965, 12. 
28 Court to Nicklin, via telegram, 14 June 1965, SROWA, S4514, Cons 1302 1965/044. 
29 Court to Bill Bovell (WA Minister for Lands, Forests, Immigration, and Labour), handwritten letter, 14 June 
1965, Ibid. 
30 Bovell to Court, handwritten letter, [date unknown], Ibid. 
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I am afraid some of these people, even if their intentions are good, do the cause of 

northern development more harm than good on occasions. As you know, the 

Commonwealth is a little ‘touchy’ on the north at the moment, following the 

[delayed] decision in respect of the Ord. The type of utterances and propaganda 

that the People the North Committee would expect one to indulge in at their 

Sydney discussions would certainly not improve the climate in Canberra.31 

Nicklin agreed with Court’s assessment and the WA minister did not attend the Sydney 

conference.32 The decision of Court and Nicklin confirmed that the PTNC no longer wielded 

the influence of the past, but Court was unable to resist the opportunity to make a statement 

aware that the PTNC would probably publicise any comment he made in support of the north. 

Court seized an opportunity and wrote to Foley that the north was “a national problem” and 

until the Commonwealth committed to the nation to the task, “it would be difficult to 

accelerate development”.33  

Despite there being no representation from the state governments of Western Australia and 

Queensland, Kells and the PTNC attracted prominent speakers to the Sydney conference in 

June 1965. The key speakers were Professor James Macdonald Holmes (a retired geographer 

affiliated with the University of Sydney), and the former administrator of the Northern 

Territory, Arthur Driver.34 Both speakers criticised the lack of financial and administrative 

assistance dedicated to northern Australia by the federal government. Driver advocated a 

return to the partition of the Northern Territory into northern and southern administrative 

zones to help stimulate northern development.35 He declared that it was too difficult to 

govern the southern reaches of NT from Darwin—a reversal of arguments in Queensland 

where northern lobbyists cited their distance from southerly capital, Brisbane, as a challenge 

to development in the north. The immediate outcome of the Sydney conference was the 

formation of a working committee to plan the PTNC’s newspaper supplement. When the 

People the North Committee met again in August, they applauded Kells for the success of the 

 
31 Court to Nicklin, 16 June 1965, Ibid. 
32 Nicklin to Court, 18 June 1965, Ibid. 
33 Court to Foley, 16 June 1965, Ibid. 
34 At the time of the Sydney conference in June 1965, Driver was an associate of both the Federal Inland 
Development Organisation and the National Council for Balanced Development. 
35 "Above Capricorn - Government Criticised on North Development," SMH, 22 June 1965, 5. 
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conference and decided to encourage him to proceed with setting up a Sydney-based branch 

of People the North.36  

At the beginning of 1965, the PTNC were in terminal decline, but the emergence of 

enthusiastic support from Sydney and the potential to develop other branches of the campaign 

provided temporary life support. Another example of outside interest came when the founder 

of the Alice Springs-based North Australia Party proposed cooperation with the PTNC. 

Alfred Lionel Rose, a former Australian Army officer and a pioneer of post-war cattle 

exports from the NT to south Asia, founded the North Australia Party in 1965.37 Rose 

suggested cooperation with People the North to help advance business interests in northern 

Australia—namely pastoralism and cattle exports. News of the formation of a political party 

devoted to northern concerns excited the PTNC, who reported the development to the 

NQLGA as one of several indications that the north continued to attract widespread interest 

in 1965.38 The committee resolved to “cooperate [with Rose’s party] in any moves to speed 

government action on northern development … [providing it was] consistent with the 

PTNC’s non-partisan, non-parochial, and non-political status”.39 There is no evidence of 

cooperation; possibly, because Rose and the North Australia Party had minor influence 

within NT politics and became embroiled in controversy in the months following the 1965 

NT Legislative Assembly elections.40 Nevertheless, in mid-1960s Australia, interest in 

northern potential transcended Queensland’s north and could be found in WA and NT and 

even southern states. That meant there remained opportunities for the PTNC to rally disparate 

voices behind a national campaign. 

The establishment of the PTNC Sydney branch coincided with personnel changes in north 

Queensland. These changes ended three years of relative continuity on the committee and 

 
36 Kells was backed up in Sydney by Graham Thorp, a partner in Kells’ architecture firm and David Wilcox—a 
possible business associate of Kells: “Twenty-third PTNC Meeting: Minutes”, 15 August 1965, NQLGA 
records, JCUSC. 
37 Rose served in the Australian Army during the Great War and promoted to senior officer ranks during the 
Second World War. In 1965, while living in Alice Springs, he formed the North Australia Party. The party was 
ostensibly anti-Labor and contested seats in the 1965 Northern Territory Legislative Council election. Rose had 
previously held NT seats as an independent, but contested the seat of Alice Springs under the banner of the 
North Australia Party: “Colonel Refuses to Deny Election Charges,” Age, 29 March 1966, 6. 
38 Larry Foley, “PTNC Progress Report no. 9– 1 October 1965”, Presented at the NQLGA Meeting, 1 October 
1965, “Northern Development”, SROWA, WAS 4514, Cons 1302 1965/044. 
39 “Twenty-third PTNC Meeting: Minutes”, 15 August 1965, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
40 Rose lost the Alice Springs seat to Labor candidate, Charles Orr, and went on to accuse Orr’s camp of 
“wrongfully and fraudulently” acquiring votes by bribing Aboriginal voters with alcohol. Rose’s claims bear 
resemblance to earlier allegations made by the Labor Party’s candidate for Stuart (NT Legislative Council), 
David Douglas, that agents of the North Australia’s Party successful candidate in Stuart, George Greatorex, had 
manipulated the choices of Aboriginal voters: “‘Photograph Poll’ Claim,” SMH, 7 January 1966, 6. 
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confirmed a new era was underway. An original PTNC member, Arthur Downey of the 

Dalrymple Shire Council resigned for unspecified reasons. John Brabon, of Thuringowa 

Shire, a local authority adjacent to the Townsville City Council, replaced Downey. Sarina 

Shire’s Chairman, Tom Newberry, who occupied a non-voting committee position on behalf 

of the Mackay Harbour Board, also resigned from People the North. Newberry had won a by-

election for the Country Party in the Queensland state seat of Mirani (based around 

Mackay).41 The Mackay Harbour Board’s J Langdon replaced Newberry on the committee. 

As the parent organisation adjusted to these changes, the door opened further for the Sydney 

branch to become an assertive voice on the campaign’s southern front.  

The concept of formalising the creation of a Sydney branch continued to build momentum 

following the June conference. The branch had obtained “the support of the Australian 

Institute of Management” and planned a long series of public engagements promoting 

northern development at dinners and conferences involving prominent business leaders.42 By 

mid-September, evolving plans included a national symposium on northern development in 

1966.43 Recognising the growth of the branch, Kells drafted a constitution to guide future 

activities. He sent a copy to Townsville for review before the Sydney branch held elections 

for key positions on 20 September 1965. The minutes of the PTNC meeting held on 1 

October confirmed that Bill Walkley was elected chairman of the Sydney branch and 

Warwick Kells appointed as secretary. After a few minor changes to the draft constitution, 

the PTNC ratified the creation of the branch, endorsed its proposed activities, and reported to 

local governments that the campaign had acquired permanent representation in Sydney. The 

committee wrote to councils “the PTN[C] campaign was, as you know, Mr. Walkley’s 

brainchild … [and] it is an immense satisfaction to have Mr Walkley step in personally now 

to help carry this lusty, ever-growing and increasingly vocal baby”.44 The PTNC hoped that 

Walkley would attract further funding: “Mr. Walkley is an expert arm-twister,” claimed 

Foley in reference to Walkley tapping “various sources of funds”. 

Despite the growing influence of men like Kells and Walkley, there was no jealousy or 

tension exhibited by Larry Foley. The press officer could be forgiven for feeling sidelined by 

 
41 The sudden death of Mirani’s incumbent, Ernie Evans (also Country Party), had stimulated the by-election. 
42 Kells to Court, 5 August 1965, “Northern Development”, SROWA, WAS 4514, Cons 1302 1965/044. 
43 Kells to Court, 13 September 1965, Ibid. 
44 Larry Foley, “PTNC Progress Report no. 9 – 1 October 1965”, NQLGA Meeting, 1 October 1965, Ibid. 
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Kells’ coordination of the Sydney Morning Herald supplement, but the Townsville-based 

press officer endorsed the southern expansion: 

The formation of this Sydney offshoot is a breakthrough … as a means of 

spreading the gospel and winning support for the cause, it will be of tremendous 

help and importance in the next phase of the campaign. That next phase will be 

exciting and difficult, for the North is fast becoming less like a political football 

and more like a bone in a political dogfight. Politics will decide the outcome … as 

the battle gets hotter, which it will, those of you who are convinced of the need for 

a northern development authority … or a ministry … will need to show the 

courage of your convictions.45 

Walkley had maintained general proximity to the PTNC campaign since 1961, but the 

Sydney branch would enable him a more direct role from 1965. There is no direct evidence 

that Walkley prompted Kells to become involved in the PTNC movement, but both men 

shared connections to the Sydney Division of the Australian Institute of Management. 

Walkley and Kells would use their shared network to stimulate interest in a northern 

development symposium held in Sydney the following year. In many respects, Walkley re-

instated his influence over the PTNC campaign through the Sydney branch. He sent Ampol’s 

chief of public relations, Terry Southwell-Keely, to attend the PTNC’s meeting in Proserpine 

on 1 October.46 Southwell-Keely acted as a conduit of information between the Sydney and 

north Queensland strands of the campaign and provided tactical advice to the parent 

organisation. At the time, the Sydney branch’s primary objectives were to organise the 

Sydney Morning Herald supplement and build interest in the proposed national symposium. 

That left the main branch of the PTNC to focus on the campaign’s second front: lobbying 

politicians for policy reform. 

Reframing the policy debate 

A few days after the PTNC ratified the creation of the Sydney branch, 21 north Queensland 

councils settled on a new policy objective. The NQLGA resolved that it would lobby the 

Commonwealth to upgrade the Northern Division into a full Department of Northern 

Development. By extension, that meant the PTNC had acquired a new purpose to address the 

lack of a progress made by the federal government’s Northern Division. The lack of progress 

 
45 Ibid. 
46 “Twenty-fourth PTNC Meeting: Minutes”, 30 September 1965, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
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had prompted the NQLGA to declare that it would “exploit every avenue within its means to 

gain a separate Department of Northern Development”.47 To local governments, a new 

ministry made sense; councils faced complex challenges on a broad range of issues, which 

overlapped one another’s jurisdictions and intersected with state and federal government 

responsibilities. For example, in October 1965 local governments debated action on 

environmental matters affecting land and rivers and coastal areas, an interstate road from 

Mount Isa to Dubbo, subsidies for libraries, control of foot and mouth disease, cooperation 

with universities on midges and other insect research, and correspondence with the New State 

for North Queensland movement. The NQLGA also supported the construction of 20 homes 

for Aboriginal “fringe dwellers” in Cloncurry and lobbied the University of Queensland to 

make full courses in medicine, dentistry, and veterinary sciences available at the Townsville 

University College. It can be speculated that the breadth and range of these issues and the 

high level of participation by local authorities in the NQLGA were key reasons why councils 

wanted a Department of Northern Development. The region’s local councils were attempting 

to develop a significant portion of the continent’s north and they felt relatively unsupported 

by a federal political culture that appeared uninterested about their concerns. 

The NQLGA’s resolution to lobby for a northern development ministry represented direct 

criticism of the Commonwealth’s Northern Division. The PTNC had previously contended 

that a mere departmental division was inadequate: a national problem required greater 

resources than those attributed to a handful of bureaucrats in one ministry.48 Yet the lack of 

action over the past 18 months affirmed that northern development was not a priority for the 

Menzies Government. Despite general agreement from the PTNC that Rex Patterson was a 

competent administrator, the Northern Division had delivered little substance. Federal cabinet 

had approved the creation of the Northern Division in early 1964, but it took until August 

1965 for the Commonwealth to host a formal meeting with ministers from the WA, 

Queensland, and NT governments.  

The National Development minister, David Fairbairn, chaired the meeting of ministers from 

the WA, Queensland, and NT governments. Patterson, Nicklin, Court, and a representative of 

the Minister for Territories attended the meeting in Canberra. The lengthy meeting notes 

indicated discord between state and federal expectations—Nicklin sought greater clarity on 

 
47 “NQLGA meeting 1 October 1965: Minutes”, Ibid. 
48 Foley, PTNC Committee Press Release, Another Desk, Another Bureaucrat?, [Date unknown most likely 
early-mid December] 1963, SLQ, Call number: Box 18803. 
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the Commonwealth’s intended tempo for development and Fairbairn deferred to the public 

servant, Rex Patterson, to provide most of the details on government action.49 The meeting 

suggested that the Department had planned few projects in the north other than “beef roads”: 

that is, the clearing of tracks and laying of highways to help bring the primary produce of 

rural areas to market. Both state governments requested the formation of a list of national 

priorities and a special allocation of federal funds. Overall, the meeting appeared to support 

PTNC arguments that there had been little progress in federal planning for northern 

development over the past 18 months. 

The notes of the first meeting between northern development ministers made no mention of 

one major political development, which had occurred in the days beforehand. Rex Patterson 

had decided to resign from the public service and join the Labor Party. At the time, national 

media reported that Patterson was disillusioned with the federal government’s failure to 

follow his recommendations for northern development.50 Patterson was particularly aggrieved 

at the Commonwealth’s (temporary) decision withdraw their funding from Stage 2 of the Ord 

River scheme.51 On 18 August 1965, just a week before the meeting with Fairbairn and state 

government premiers, Patterson announced his intent to resign from his position as director of 

the Northern Division. He notified the federal government that he had become a member of 

the Australian Labor Party and within one week, the ALP’s Queensland Central Executive 

had endorsed Patterson as their candidate for the federal division of Dawson at the next 

election (due in late 1966).52  

Patterson intended see out his duties as Director of the Northern Division, but the Menzies 

government had other ideas. In the coming weeks and months, the federal government denied 

Patterson access to cabinet papers related to northern development. The prime minister then 

arranged for the creation of a new position where Patterson could be “pigeon-holed” until his 

departure.53 Menzies said it would be “monstrous for any man to suppose that he [Patterson] 

could remain in that position while publicly devoted to doing his best to defeat the 

 
49 Meeting of Commonwealth and State Minister on Northern Development, 27 August 1965, “DNA – 1965-
1966”, QSA, Item ID540580. 
50 “High Federal Official to be ALP candidate,” SMH, 19 August 1965, 1. 
51 When Patterson later contested the federal division of Dawson at a by-election in 1966, he frequently 
reminded the media and the public of the Country Party’s opposition to the Ord River development scheme: 
“‘Confidence’ on $70M Ord Move,” SMH, 5 September 1966, 5. 
52 “Dr Rex Patterson Endorsed,” Age, 24 August 1965, 5. 
53 Colin Hughes, “The Dawson by-Election, AJPH 12, no. 1 (1966): 12-14. 
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government whose [private] communications he would be aware of”.54 Patterson appealed 

against the “transfer” and told the press “I am distressed at the comments made by the prime 

minister”.55 In late October 1965, the Public Service Board rejected Patterson’s appeal and 

denied his request for reinstatement as director.56 

The exact influence of Patterson’s situation on the PTNC cannot be known. Yet there is a 

noticeable hardening of PTNC rhetoric from September 1965—a departure from the détente, 

which followed the disappointments of early 1964, and a return to hyperbole and dissent. The 

committee had become more reserved and diplomatic in early 1964 when WA and 

Queensland had agreed to abandon their proposal for a federal northern development 

authority. By September 1965, the campaign had regained a sense of purpose through 

newfound allies in Sydney and had become frustrated with the lack of action at the Northern 

Division. With a federal election looming in 1966, Foley and Hopkins returned to the 

offensive. In terms of policy, Foley wrote:  

The demand for a Northern development authority or ministry must be seen within 

the context of the wider issue: planning. The choice is: to plan for our future? Or 

let it happen? If the [federal] Government is to set up a statutory body for the 

North, it must first accept the principle of economic planning. And that principle, 

which the Vernon Committee is merely the latest group to recommend, has been 

rejected out of hand by the Prime Minister. Let the battle commence.57 

The “Vernon Report” – September 1965 

A few weeks before the NQLGA decided to campaign for a ministry of northern 

development, the Commonwealth began responding to the findings of the long-standing 

Commission of Economic Inquiry. In some respects, the commission’s report agreed with the 

PTNC campaign; Australia should establish a special authority to plan national development 

projects. The response of the Commonwealth, however, confirmed that there would be no 

such policy under a government led by Menzies.  

 
54 “PM Defends Transfer of Labor Man,” Age, 24 September 1965, 6; “The Patterson Sacking a Threat to 
Liberties – Menzies Shuffles to the Right,” Tribune, 29 September 1965, 3. 
55 “Northern Division Head Appeals, Explains his Case,” Age, 28 September 1965, 3. 
56 “Doctor’s Appeal Rejected,” Age, 19 October 1965, 3. 
57 Larry Foley, “PTNC Progress Report no. 9– 1 October 1965”, Presented at the NQLGA Meeting, 1 October 
1965, “Northern Development”, SROWA, WAS 4514, Cons 1302 1965/044. 
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The Menzies Government ordered the Commission of Economic Inquiry in 1962, but it took 

three years to reach a conclusion. Headed by James Vernon, Director of the Colonial Sugar 

Refining Company, the inquiry became known as the “Vernon Report”. The historian 

Malcolm Cook described the Vernon Report as an “important milestone in Australian 

economic thought and history” and the “most comprehensive analysis of the Australian 

economy ever undertaken”.58 Yet at the time, it was heavily criticised by Menzies, who felt 

that the committee had exceeded its charter.59 While the Vernon Report did not specifically 

address northern development in detail, it did recommend a special projects commission to 

investigate and advise the federal government on major developmental works.60 The 

committee perceived that there had been difficulties in arranging projects involving the 

agencies and departments of more than one government—meaning collaboration between 

state and federal authorities. Menzies dismissed the idea. The prime minister imagined that 

such a committee, by making its findings and policy recommendations public, would achieve 

a degree of authority, independent from governments. To Menzies, that would be intolerable; 

“to the extent that this result came about, both Commonwealth and State government, 

whatever their party complexion, would find themselves subject to pressure, and even 

coercion into the adoption of policies or projects which between them, they might not want to 

select at all”.61 Several economists criticised the response of the Menzies government; Heinz 

Arndt, a professor in the Australian National University’s Department of Economics, said 

that the “Vernon Committee had done a remarkable job” and the prime minister’s “attacks” 

were “unjustified.62 

The PTNC saw the Vernon Report as vindication of their arguments for a national 

commitment to northern development. Hopkins had devoted considerable commentary to the 

report during his address to the NQLGA in June 1965. At that time, he identified the absence 

of the report in the public domain as further evidence of the malaise and uncertainty of 

northern development. Hopkins asked rhetorically “what does the [Vernon] report say about 

the national economy? [and] Most importantly, what does it say about northern 

 
58 Malcolm Cook, "The Vernon Report: 30 Years On," Canberra Bulletin of Public Administration, no. 80 
(1996): 46. 
59 "Vernon Report Rebuffed - Menzies Rejects Proposals on Economic Policy," SMH, 22 September 1965, 1. 
60 "Main Points in Report," SMH, 22 September 1965, 1. 
61 "The Vernon Committee Report - Menzies' Speech," SMH, 22 September 1965, 14. 
62 “P.M’s Attack on Vernon Report ‘unjustified’,” SMH, 7 October 1965, 1. 
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development?”63 The prime minister’s reaction to the Vernon Report is likely to have 

convinced Hopkins and the PTNC that Menzies would never support their agenda.  

Furthermore, the prime minister’s criticism of the findings of the Vernon Report confirmed 

the discord between regional and national visions of northern development. Local leaders in 

north Queensland considered development of their region as a national priority, but Menzies 

saw northern development as a political problem. While parochialism often seeped into their 

campaigns, decades of documented meetings and public statements had broadly demonstrated 

that clear principles motivated northern leaders. These included the genuine convictions that 

Australia should develop the north because of its untapped potential, and that governments 

must lead the development to secure national sovereignty. The actions of Commonwealth 

governments between the 1940s and 1960s generally demonstrated that federal politicians did 

not agree that sovereignty over northern land was under threat from a lack of development. 

Moreover, the Commonwealth had maintained a clear position that while northern concerns 

warranted political consideration, they did not justify the prioritisation over other aspects of 

national development. 

North Australia – a Survey of its Future 

In the aftermath of the Vernon Report and Patterson’s defection to federal Labor, People the 

North was emboldened in its criticism of national policy. The PTNC and other key supporters 

of northern development articulated their case for prioritisation of the north in a massive 

newspaper supplement entitled “North Australia – a Survey of its Future”.64 The PTNC 

intended the supplement to reignite public interest in northern potential and keep scrutiny on 

the Commonwealth’s unwillingness to exploit it. The supplement—the result of planning 

throughout the year between the PTNC and its Sydney branch—spread across eight 

broadsheet pages in a Monday edition of the Sydney Morning Herald. It included 

contributions from staff correspondents and eminent Australians such as Copland, Court, 

Walkley, and Crawford Munro (the director of the Water Research Foundation of Australia 

and an engineer affiliated with the University of NSW). Other authors included Robert Black 

(professor of Tropical Medicine at the University of Sydney), CS Christian (a member of the 

CSIRO executive), and Arthur Driver (of FIDO), as well as Foley and Hopkins.  

 
63 Harry Hopkins, “PTNC Annual Report – 1964-65,” NQLGA AGM, 5 June 1964, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
64 See several articles in: SMH, 29 November 1965, 26-33. 
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The supplement was a propaganda tool designed to promote northern development. While the 

articles outlined some of the technical, financial, political, and environmental challenges of 

northern development, there was little room for dissent. A broad consensus contended that 

most of the challenges could be overcome if the nation committed more financial and 

administrative resources to northern Australia. Indeed some of the contributors, such as 

Crawford Munro, were northern boosters who had joined PTNC’s Sydney branch. Not all of 

the authors were in the PTNC camp; Charles Court had agreed to contribute an article 

because of his fears that the supplement would finish “up as a propaganda sheet in the 

Eastern States for Northern Queensland, without the Western Australian sector getting its full 

value”.65 Court and others in the WA government saw advantages in presenting their northern 

problems as a national issue. A national issue justified federal funds and the Ord scheme 

required huge sums of money. Hopkins helped beat the drum of national concerns and 

published a short history of People the North and the broader northern development 

movement. He claimed that the Department of National Development’s Northern Division 

had delivered underwhelming results and that the pace of progress and population growth 

was too slow.66 He also claimed that The Northern Myth was a marker of the campaign’s 

success—and that Davidson had produced the book to counter optimism about northern 

potential. 

One of the most striking features of the newspaper supplement was a large map of northern 

Australia (see Map 2). It represented the north as no ordinary region, but a super-region of 

major national significance. The truncated map showed most of the Australian continent and 

included a few areas south of the Tropic of Capricorn, but the north loomed large over the 

mostly absent south. There were images of human toil and industrial development scattered 

across northern lands, including mining and agriculture, pastoralism, commercial fishing, and 

tourism. The map portrayed a pair of Aboriginal men dancing while cattle wandered slowly 

across the Northern Territory, and fish and coral flourished in waters off Queensland. Shaded 

areas depicted current industrial activity or known mineral deposits. The exact intention of 

the map’s creator cannot be known, but it resembled earlier PTNC maps showing the 

imbalance of population between northern and southern Australia. There were visible 

tensions between the enormousness of the area represented and the amount of activity 

 
65 Court to WA Premier’s Department, 23 July 1965, “Northern Development”, SROWA, WAS 4514, Cons 
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portrayed. On the one hand, the large images suggested that northern Australia was bustling 

with activity. On the other, the paucity of shaded areas and industrial activity insisted that 

there was much more to discover on the lands and in the seas of the north. 

A prelude to bigger things 

The Sydney Morning Herald supplement was a prelude to the PTNC’s national symposium 

on northern development. Inspiration for the symposium had emerged in discussions between 

the PTNC and its Sydney branch during 1965 and the event was hosted by the University of 

NSW in February 1966. As organisers developed momentum, they invited politicians, 

academics, and public servants to attend and, in some cases, present papers on various 

aspects of northern development. Those invited included William Hudson, the former 

Commissioner of the Snowy Mountains Hydro-Electric Authority, Harold Raggatt, the 

Secretary of the Department of National Development, and Fairbairn, Whitlam, Patterson, 

Davidson, Walkley, and ministers of the Queensland and WA governments.67  

Charles Court was one of the first politicians invited by Warwick Kells.68 The WA minister 

had become a key figure in federal policy debates and People the North still considered him 

an influential ally. Yet Court again ruminated over whether to attend because of PTNC 

methods. Letters between Court and the Managing Director of the Sydney Morning Herald, 

Angus McLachlan, reveal Court’s request for advice amid concerns about People the North’s 

reputation. He surmised that People the North were “carrying less weight than they used to” 

and raised concerns with McLachlan about the committee’s “intemperate statements”.69 

McLachlan told Court that: 

It appears from inquiries I have made that the People the North Campaign is not 

taken very seriously here [in Sydney]. Nothing is said doubting the integrity and 

sincerity of these people, but the feeling is that the organisation consists of people 

with more enthusiasm than influence. I do not suppose any great harm would be 

done if you accepted their invitation, but I doubt that it would do much good.70 

 
67 Kells to Court, 23 September 1965, “Northern Development”, SROWA, WAS 4514, Cons 1302 1965/044. 
68 Kells wrote to Court on 13 September and invited him to participate in the symposium at “the University of 
New South Wales” in February 1966, see: Kells to Court, 13 September 1965, Ibid. 
69 Court to Angus McLachlan, Managing Director of SMH, John Fairfax Limited, 20 September 1965, Ibid. 
70 McLachlan to Court, 20 September 1965, Ibid 
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As planning for the conference intensified, Bill Walkley began lobbying Court directly, 

asking the WA minister to deliver a keynote speech.71 After several attempts to meet, the men 

finally spoke over the phone and Court kept notes on the conversation. He told Walkley of 

“my apprehension about the type of people and the methods employed by the ‘People the 

North’ committee”.72 Walkley’s response to these concerns is not known, but relations 

between the Sydney branch and its parent organisation appeared to be in decline after the 

symposium, signalling increasingly fraught relationships between key figures. Despite 

Walkley’s direct appeal to Court, the WA minister remained evasive about symposium 

attendance. 

Court’s response to Walkley in a mirrored his reply to People the North when Kells planned 

the initial conference in Sydney in June 1965. Court had reservations about participating in 

People the North initiatives then, and his concerns had not abated. He asked Nicklin if 

Queensland would attend the latest People the North initiatives: the national symposium in 

1966. By then, the WA government was both irritated and embarrassed at the lack of clarity 

from the Commonwealth over funding for the second stage of the Ord River Irrigation 

Scheme.73 In addition, both men expressed frustration with the Department of National 

Development, which had gone “quiet” about the north in general. Despite the mutual 

grievances, Queensland’s state government did not advocate  an alliance with People the 

North. The Queensland Treasurer, Thomas Hiley, had already told Court that the PTNC had 

“gone off the rails".74 Nicklin later suggested that there was division within Queensland over 

how to handle the regional lobbying group: 

Like you [Charles Court], I have considerable reservations about the Sydney 

symposium, although I do appreciate that there are a number of good chaps on the 

Committee endeavouring to keep things on the rails. On the other hand, there are 

far too many others of the ‘unrealistic’ type associated with the ‘People the North’ 

movement in our State for my liking; consequently, the movement is losing 

ground here.75 

The Queensland premier cast People the North as a declining force, perhaps because of their 

current lack of influence on the federal government, but potentially because of fears that a 

 
71 Walkley to Court, 25 October 1965, Ibid. 
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strong PTNC movement undermined state government authority. Yet while the committee no 

longer influenced the prime minister, their argument for a national development plan 

continued to attract support. The Nicklin Government were more reserved in their desire for 

federal involvement in northern development, but in early 1966, Court no longer contained 

his frustration. He blasted “the Federal Government’s failure to provide comprehensive and 

co-ordinated national policy for northern development”.76 He argued that “regional leadership 

can achieve much, but State Governments cannot struggle on alone … they need the support 

of central policy and central finance”.77 These were familiar messages—a repetition of past 

arguments that seemed unlikely to stimulate change from a government led by Robert 

Menzies. 

On 20 January 1966, the PTNC’s prospects of major policy reform appeared to improve 

when Menzies retired from politics after 16 years as Australian prime minister.78 While 

speculation surrounded key ministerial positions, the Liberal Party had determined Harold 

Holt to be Menzies’ successor.79 Holt had been treasurer for eight years and held similarly 

cautious views to Menzies about spending large sums of money on expensive northern 

projects, but a new prime minister aiming to win a general election presented fresh 

opportunities for People the North.80 Before Holt could settle into the role, his commitment to 

the north came under major scrutiny. 

A few weeks before Menzies had retired, the sitting federal Country Party member for 

Dawson died suddenly, forcing a by-election which loomed large as the first major test for 

the Holt Government.81 Holt had just over four weeks to help the government retain Dawson, 

which had brought Labor’s endorsed candidate for the seat, Rex Patterson, into battle sooner 

than he and his party had expected. The former public servant highlighted the reasons for his 

defection to Labor and fought a campaign based heavily upon the politics of northern 

development. He accused the federal coalition government of northern neglect and advanced 

his own advocacy for regional development. 82 As Patterson chipped away at the 

 
76 “Negative Govt. Policy in North slated in W.A.,” Australian Financial Review, 4 January 1966, clipping of 
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government’s record, the new prime minister personally took part in the coalition’s 

campaign.83 The Sydney Morning Herald reported that Holt disparaged Patterson as the 

“crusader with a fanatical gleam in his eye”, a comment which upset the former Northern 

Division director.84 The two men may have crossed paths in Sydney, but the prime minister 

declined an invitation to attend People the North’s national symposium, which now fell right 

in the middle of the fight for Dawson. 

The National Symposium on Northern Development 

People the North held their symposium on 14 and 15 February 1966, just days before Dawson 

voted on 26 February. While symposium organisers could have viewed the by-election as an 

unwanted distraction, Foley initially assessed it as a positive public relations opportunity. 

With Menzies retired, People the North’s symposium on the horizon, and Dawson candidates 

focused on northern development, Foley wrote “heads we win, tails we can’t lose”.85 Yet 

rather than propel northern development to the top of national concerns, the events 

surrounding the symposium tended to overshadow it. The by-election sharpened general 

awareness that 1966 was an election year and this prompted a flurry of campaigning from all 

sides of politics. 

Despite the distractions, a crowd of around 360 people turned out to see Sydney’s Lord 

Mayor, John Armstrong, open the symposium. He introduced the vice chancellor of the 

University of New South Wales, Phillip Baxter, who chaired the symposium’s first session. 

Organisers had scheduled the National Development Minister, David Fairbairn, as first 

speaker and the minister’s speech restated the government’s position that northern 

development was a job for private enterprise. Fairbairn reasoned that development did not 

stop at funding a few major projects, but included ongoing costs and issues associated with 

housing, civil aviation, telecommunications, and defence projects.86 Deputy Labor leader, 

Gough Whitlam, spoke next and used the national symposium to advance a personal political 

agenda.  
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Whitlam announced the coalition made big claims, but had no plans. He outlined his own 

vision for an expanded Commonwealth role in northern development and even suggested that 

Queensland and Western Australia should consider ceding tropical lands to the federal 

government to make development less complicated.87 While his speech included both strident 

criticism of the coalition, and radical policy proposals, Whitlam’s biggest impact had come 

the day before the symposium when he made comments, which snatched national headlines. 

While he did not initiate a formal leadership contest, Whitlam had “unequivocally 

challenged” Arthur Calwell for the leadership of the opposition by “unmistakably” linking 

the current Labor leader with the “the ruling junta on the federal [Labor Party] executive”.88 

News of Whitlam’s rebuke of the current Labor leader came on day one of the national 

symposium and dominated news headlines for several days.89  

The personal rivalries between a few symposium speakers also eclipsed the event. The 

Sydney journalist, Gavin Souter, assessed that the “main attraction” of the symposium would 

be the “intellectual duel” between Rex Patterson and Bruce Davidson.90 While personal 

contests helped with publicity, People the North and their Sydney branch had intended their 

symposium to be a constructive contribution to national policy debates.91 As Foley wrote 

before the event, “the symposium was arranged with the idea of providing a public forum for 

the airing of all sides, political as well as economic, of the Northern development 

controversy”.92 In an attempt to provide balance, People the North invited papers from well-

known sceptics of northern potential, such as Davidson and HC Forster (a professor in 

agriculture at the University of Melbourne).93 Forster did not present a paper, but Davidson 

spoke after Whitlam and covered several economic themes, including the impact of capital 

and labour shortages in northern Australia.94 While People the North had long called for 

aggressive population growth in the tropics, Davidson argued “there is no sound economic 
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reason for proceeding with large scale settlement schemes on the Ord River or in the 

Northern Territory”. He conceded that governments may identify “noneconomic” reasons for 

northern development, but downplayed the threat of invasion to Australia. On the welfare of 

Aboriginal people, he suggested “if development is aimed at assisting the integration of 

aborigines, their part in any development scheme must be clearly stated”.95 Davidson’s paper 

drew further attention to the lack of compelling non-economic reasons for northern 

development, a point he repeated in the discussion prompted by his paper.  

In a formal discussion following Davidson’s paper, a number of spectators and other 

presenters offered their views on the academic’s perspectives. There were several points of 

clarification and disagreement over the details and interpretation of current policies and their 

impacts. Most of the respondents disagreed with Davidson overall, but there were moments 

of concession, and Davidson often admitted certain issues were outside his area of expertise. 

These exchanges turned parochial when Patterson began to question Davidson’s credibility to 

analyse the north because he lived and worked in southern Australia.96 

Patterson’s own paper was more sophisticated than his criticism of Davidson. The Dawson 

candidate had the advantage of speaking after his apparent nemesis and with an election on 

the horizon, he offered a more optimistic vision of northern potential. The by-election 

influenced Patterson’s paper, but nearly robbed the symposium audience of the highly 

anticipated show down. As late as the day before the event, the Sydney Morning Herald 

reported that Patterson had pulled out because of election commitments.97 Yet unbeknown to 

the Sydney newspaper, he had succumbed to last minute lobbying by People the North.98 The 

Dawson candidate’s long and detailed presentation reflected his academic training and 

experience in the Department of National Development. Patterson disputed the notion that the 

fecundity of northern lands was a myth and that “pigeon holes ... [were already] full of 

technical findings, royal commissions, industry submissions, and reports of expert 

committees”.99 He denounced narrow-minded economic analysis, and attacked the federal 

government over northern neglect. Patterson alleged that the coalition had no material intent 

to develop tropical regions and their interest in northern Australia was “purely political”.100 
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He countered Fairbairn’s arguments by calling for “the reallocation of the country’s financial 

pie” because northern development was “a national responsibility” and public investment in 

tropical regions would benefit all Australians. He alleged that only Commonwealth 

leadership could overturn the capital city monopoly on federal development funds: “to alter 

the institutional self-generating stranglehold of the southern cities it will be necessary to 

create counter forces to attract investment funds, labour and management”.101  

Patterson’s vision of Commonwealth leadership overlooked the examples of local and 

regional leadership in north Queensland. The overwhelming focus on national themes 

eliminated all consideration of alternative approaches to northern development. Even the 

PTNC chairman, Harry Hopkins, made no mention of the ample examples of regional 

development initiatives led by northern councils. His paper simply recycled the PTNC’s 

submission to the 1964 talks between Queensland and Western Australian on the creation of a 

federal northern development authority. Hopkins’ paper was a relatively minor contribution 

to the national symposium and a missed opportunity to stamp a fresh perspective on northern 

development policy debates. 

A few proposals for policy reform came from the chief economist of a US-based investment 

brokerage.102 Phillip Fitzgerald pressed the need for Australia to fill its empty spaces and 

counter the threat of Asian masses.103 He proposed the use of public bonds and tax 

concessions to prompt private investment and encourage migration from the south. Ampol 

and the Sydney Division of the Australian Institute of Management had co-sponsored 

Fitzgerald’s trip to Australia to attend the symposium. His racially infused national security 

message drew more attention than his economic policy proposals and Phillip Courtenay, a 

senior lecturer in geography at the Townsville University College warned “it was a big 

mistake to base a case for northern development on fear of Chinese hordes invading 

Australia”.104  

One of the major indications of changing attitudes to race in Australia came in the form of 

campaigns to reform the White Australia policy. The foundations of White Australia were 

increasingly eroded by new perspectives, which challenged immigration restrictions and 
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diminished the role of racial hegemony in the nation’s future.105 Growing support among 

individuals and groups for the preservation and development of ethnic pluralism challenged 

the White Australia ideal. By the middle of the 1960s, the Menzies Government had come 

under significant scrutiny for its handling of immigration cases involving non-Europeans. 

The domestic campaigns which sprang up in response to these concerns helped to bring 

reform.106 Immigration aroused minor discussion at the national symposium and Hopkins 

reaffirmed the committee’s position: “PTN does not advocate a special immigration policy to 

attract people to northern Australia. We believe it is the particularly choice part of Australia 

and it should be [reserved] for Australians and there is no difficulty in getting people in 

coming to northern Australia.”107 Hopkins saw no opportunities for northern development in 

national reforms to immigration policy and argued that “why should we have an immigration 

policy to attract other people to one of the best parts of Australia?”108 Moreover, Hopkins 

expected that if white Australians properly understood the opportunities available to them in 

tropical regions, then more of them would migrate northwards. People the North had not 

resided from their position that the main obstacles to northern development were a lack of 

knowledge about the tropics, lingering prejudicial attitudes, and poor national leadership. The 

committee’s focus on these three issues stemmed from their unchanged objective to rapidly 

increase the north’s population through internal migration only. 

To counteract lingering prejudice about life in the tropics, People the North frequently 

promoted the lifestyle and environmental advantages of living in the north. Yet these 

narratives often overlooked the practical challenges and sacrifices of life in rural Australia. 

Gladys Cooney, a McKinlay Shire Councillor, highlighted some of these issues. She had 

travelled from Julia Creek in north-west Queensland to attend the symposium and compile a 

report to her council on the benefits of allegiance with People the North. By engaging in the 

discussions that followed keynote presentations, Cooney was one of the few women to speak 

frequently at the symposium.109 Her council was not yet a member of the NQLGA, but 

discussions for membership were at an advanced stage and Cooney had attended some 

Association meetings. When at the symposium, she raised important questions about 
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diminished living standards due to the unavailability and expensiveness of many modern 

services and goods in northern Australia. Cooney lobbied for the abolition of sales tax on 

refrigerators and air conditioners in “our great open north” and suggested that more young 

people would migrate there if state and federal governments extended television services to 

the inland.110 Cooney had identified some of the challenges of life outside the cities and her 

proposals were included in the list of resolutions published in symposium proceedings.111 

Outcomes of the symposium 

On the day following the conclusion of the symposium, representatives of the southern and 

northern fronts of the campaign met at the Hotel Metropole in Sydney. Six members of the 

Sydney branch and most of the north Queensland-based committee (minus John Brabon) 

attended a “special meeting”, which showed signs of an emergent split in the People the 

North campaign. It was the first time the extended group had officially met and they 

discussed how the “success” of the 1965 newspaper supplement and national symposium 

should affect future strategy. The natural constraints of the north Queensland movement—

being a sub-committee of the NQLGA and answerable to councils and other sponsors across 

the region—appeared to frustrate Walkley and other members of the Sydney branch who 

appealed for greater autonomy. Walkley recommended that the PTNC permit the Sydney 

branch to make direct representations to federal members of parliament on behalf of the 

parent organisation.112 By April, the Sydney branch requested permission to evolve into the 

“Sydney Committee” with full independence from the parent organisation.113 The north 

Queensland-based committee approved the proposal—likely knowing that to deny the request 

would lead to a loss of key support in Sydney. Hopkins asked Southwell-Keely to remain on 

the northern committee and pair as a liaison with Mick Borzi from Mareeba, to ensure a 

degree of cooperation between the campaign fronts. 

The decision to split the People the North movements was another sign that the campaign had 

passed its high point. The national symposium had served only to prolong the inevitable 

evaporation of campaign influence. The symposium was a major event attended by important 

people, but the PTNC had run out of ideas and persuasive arguments and their time had 

passed. Nevertheless, Foley wrote diplomatically in June that “the symposium went as 
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planned” and the publication of the conference proceedings—in partnership with the 

UNSW—were a “permanent and valuable addition to the growing volume of literature on 

northern development”.114 Foley was broadly correct, but the Townsville Daily Bulletin 

assessed the real impact of the symposium. It argued that while it “was a feather in the cap of 

the People the North”, northern Australian had received no guarantee from the conference 

that the government or its opposition would in future “spare much of a thought for those 

outside of the massive southern electorate”.115  

A few weeks later, Patterson defeated Country Party candidate, John Fordyce, in Dawson.116 

Clearly upset by the result, Fairbairn wrote to federal cabinet and expressed his complete 

dissatisfaction with the coalition’s record on northern development. Fairbairn submitted a 

seven-page rebuke of the federal government’s lack of vision and commitment to northern 

Australia. Fairbairn used a mixture of quotes from leaders such as Menzies, analysis of world 

food shortages and other global issues, and statistics on the government’s financial 

commitments to northern projects. He wrote to his colleague’s that: 

I feel impelled to bring to Cabinet’s attention my concern at our record in northern 

development over the past two years since the Northern Division was formed. 

Later this year, we are to be faced with a general election and northern 

development will undoubtedly be one of the major issues on which the Opposition 

will fight the election. This issue proved successful for them in the recent Dawson 

by-election where Dr Patterson converted a Labour minority of 6,000 to a Labour 

majority of 3,600 … For my own part, I was bitterly disappointed at the fact that 

an officer of my own Department should resign in this manner but I believe it is 

idle to try and escape the fact that his victory at the polls is a clear indication of 

the thinking of a cross section of the Australian community … The history of the 

development of this country is studded with examples of forward and creative 

thinking, of initiative, of being willing to take risks … I think we are wrong to 

look at the Ord and other northern projects simply on the ground of cold 

economics … I have put these thoughts on paper because I am very seriously 
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concerned that we have not, to date, lived up to our promise to press on with 

northern development.117 

Cabinet’s reaction to Fairbairn’s criticism is unknown, but if government policy is any 

measure, then it would appear that Prime Minister Holt and others did not share his concerns. 

The new prime minister had appeared to reach the same conclusion as Australian media: that 

the Dawson result was unrelated to national concerns and northern development was a minor 

issue. The Townsville Daily Bulletin appraised Patterson’s victory as a personal triumph 

rather than an endorsement of Labor policy.118 The Age concluded that Labor had simply 

produced the right man with the right message for the occasion, but “it would be wrong to 

regard the Dawson by-election as a barometer reading of the Government’s national 

popularity”.119 The Sydney Morning Herald declared the “remarkable success of Dr 

Patterson” as a triumph for Whitlam in his contest for the Labor leadership.120 In Queensland, 

the Premier, Frank Nicklin, agreed that Dawson was an anomaly and his government were 

unconcerned by the result ahead of the state election scheduled for 28 May. Nicklin argued 

that his government “had a good record on northern development and the Dawson electorate 

has been particularly well looked after since we came to office”.121 The state election brought 

virtually no change in Queensland—the politics of development a relatively minor issue in 

the campaign—and the Nicklin Government returned to parliament with a twenty one-seat 

majority.122  

Much like Foley, Hopkins had assessed the symposium as a success. Yet in a detailed report 

on northern development written by Hopkins in mid-1966, there was no clear indication the 

event had prompted changes to policy or attracted new supporters to northern 

development.123 Perhaps one of the key outcomes of the symposium was that it further 

demonstrated how the PTNC were increasingly noticed for their lack of compelling principles 

for northern development. The national symposium came at a time when attitudes to northern 

development, and to Aboriginal Australians, were changing.  
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The post-war fertility boom had delivered its generation into adulthood and new forms of 

youth culture—surrounded by unprecedented material comfort and driven by films, music, 

and television—were beginning to shift national perspectives.124 The relative stability and 

conservative ascendency of the immediate post-war period faded as Australia advanced 

further into the culture-changing decade of the 1960s. A range of movements led by “new 

progressives” increasingly challenged the prevailing social and political consensus, which led 

to later legislative changes affecting women, relationships, sexuality, and Aboriginal 

Australians.125 In Townsville, the city’s branch of the Australian Local Government 

Women’s Association helped to convene a conference at the city’s University College in 

September 1967.126 The conference addressed themes such as improving education 

opportunities and advancing women in public life.127 More broadly, and as noted by the 

environmental historian, Rohan Lloyd, north Queensland was now the epicentre of an 

emerging and titanic struggle between the conservationist values of modern environmentalist 

political movements and a reactionary state government. The Great Barrier Reef was a focal 

point of tensions between economic exploitation and the preservation of the natural world.128 

These tensions reflected broader social, political, and cultural changes underway across the 

nation, which signified that Australians were generally becoming more critical of the 

attitudes, which underpinned parts of the PTNC rationale.  

One example of criticism of the rationale for development put forward by People the North 

came from the Age. The newspaper wrote that the argument for development on the basis of 

national security had “been demolished” and replaced by the need to provide employment 

opportunities for the burgeoning Aboriginal populations north of Capricorn.129 The 

newspaper argued that: 

If we were thinking purely in military terms it would be wisest to leave the North 

a roadless wilderness where no invading army could live off the land. Those 

 
124 Paul Strangio, "Instability, 1966-82," in The Cambridge History of Australia - Volume Ii - the 
Commonwealth of Australia, eds. Alison Bashford & Stuart Macintyre (New York: Cambride University Press, 
2013), 136-140.  
125 Michelle Arrow, The Seventies: the personal, the political and the making of modern Australia (Sydney: 
NewSouth Publishing, 2019), 17-45. 
126 See meetings of the Australian Local Government Women’s Association – Townsville Branch, LGWA/1 
1960-1968 Meetings record book, JCUSC. 
127 Australian Local Government Women’s Association – Townsville Branch, New dimensions in balanced 
government : a conference held at University College, Townsville on 16th - 17th September 1967. LGWA/1 
1960-1968 Meetings record book, JCUSC. 
128 Rohan Lloyd, Saving the Reef (St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 2022), 49-122. 
129 Editorial, “Idle Hands in the North,” Age, 16 February 1966, 2. 



Chapter Nine: “More enthusiasm than influence” — People the North’s afternoon light, 1965-1969 266 
 
  

‘Asian hordes’ who have haunted the minds of backwoods politicians for a 

century know when they are well off. They [presumably the Asian hordes] find it 

pleasanter to go hungry in Java than to chance the rigors of the unfriendly 

Australian coastline ... there are better arguments than this for developing our 

empty North … Unnoticed by most politicians and even economists, the decline in 

the Aboriginal population has ended. North of Capricorn it is increasing … the 

possibility of assimilating the Aborigines into the Australian community … 

depends ultimately on the provision of gainful employment for them … Those 

who ardently believe in developing the North should study it more closely.130 

The editorial was a thinly veiled swipe at the PTNC and others for not incorporating the 

welfare of Aboriginal Australians into arguments for development. There was no credible 

threat of invasion from the north and lobbyists for development should instead focus on 

domestic concerns. While the case for equal wages for Aboriginal stockmen had been argued 

at length, the “case for equal employment seems to have been overlooked” concluded the 

Age. 

One of the most important and emerging domestic concerns in the mid-1960s was the status 

of Aboriginal rights. The Age and other newspapers would later advocate for the “Yes” vote 

in the 1967 referendum, which led to the deletion of the only two references to Indigenous 

Australians in the Constitution.131 In a mark of the significance of this domestic concern, 

Australians overwhelmingly voted in favour of changing the constitution in 1967. Indeed, 

there was such widespread support for the proposed constitutional change that there could be 

no doubt that Australians had affirmed the principle of Aboriginal inclusion in the national 

community.132 This partially demonstrated that the Age’s criticism of the PTNC in 1966 for 

overlooking the potential interests and role of Aboriginal people in northern development was 

justified. However, the PTNC’s neglect reflected the perspectives of its leaders who had been 

brought up at a time when national histories pushed Aboriginal concerns to the periphery. In 

1968, the anthropologist, WEH (Bill) Stanner, addressed the nation’s dismissiveness towards 

Aboriginal Australians in an influential Boyer lecture entitled “After the Dreaming”.133 
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Stanner argued that Australian history had been built on a state of forgetting Aboriginal 

people and their experiences of colonisation. He described the “cult of forgetfulness” and 

coined the term the “great Australian silence”. The lecture and the broader work of Stanner 

and others helped to influence historians to reimagine the nation’s past and undertake a 

substantial historical revision in the years that followed.134 While these forces mostly gained 

momentum after the PTNC had devised their campaign, People the North and its supporters 

missed an opportunity to provide a bigger forum for Aboriginal interests at its national 

symposium in 1966. Publications such as John Kelly’s Human Rights for Aborigines 

demonstrated that people were writing about the links between Aboriginal rights and northern 

development when the PTNC were searching for a new rationale.135 The failure to dedicate a 

portion of the symposium to discuss the potential role of Aboriginal people was yet another 

signal that the broader northern development movement was generally out of touch with the 

social, cultural, and political changes sweeping Australia in the mid-late 1960s.  

As for the ongoing utility of the PTNC beyond the symposium, Hopkins remained convinced 

that the campaign still delivered benefits to north Queensland. He wrote that “as with 

advertising campaigns in commercial life, it is often hard at this stage to single out specific 

development projects as resulting from our campaign alone, but there can be no doubt that 

there are in fact continual and very considerable dividends flowing to the NQLGA area”.136 

Despite the alleged flow of benefits, financial donations from councils were drying up. In 

May 1966, the committee recommended that the NQLGA terminate Foley’s contract due to 

an anticipated lack of funds in the coming financial year.137 Despite real financial concerns, 

the decision to terminate Foley’s contract reflected complex interpersonal matters.  

The relationship between Foley and the PTNC became increasingly complicated after the 

symposium. In May, the committee considered the merit of a medical certificate submitted by 

Foley and referred the matter for legal advice. Foley had requested two months sick leave 

after “suffering from nervous exhaustion” and a doctor had deemed him “unfit to resume 
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work for two months”.138 The reasons are not specified, but the PTNC subsequently refused 

to pay Foley during the two months’ leave. With limited evidence, it appears that overall 

relations between Foley and some members of the committee and its Sydney branch had 

declined rapidly during or after the symposium. It is possible that members of the Sydney 

branch—possibly Bill Walkley and Terry Southwell-Keely—had taken note of comments 

from men like Charles Court and asked the PTNC to part ways with Foley. The press officer 

was an easier target than Hopkins, who was an elected official and popular figure from north 

Queensland.  

In June 1966, the NQLGA President, William Garbutt, issued a statement to the press 

confirming that People the North would “embark upon a less intensely journalistic campaign” 

and had terminated Foley’s contract with three-months’ notice.139 In the same statement, 

Hopkins confirmed a new phase in the campaign had begun. He denied rumours that Foley 

had been asked to resign or that the PTNC’s decision to terminate his contract had occurred 

because of political pressure. Hopkins congratulated Foley for his “amazing efforts” and 

confirmed the “exact policy will be laid down at the Committee’s next meeting”.140 There is 

no evidence of a major shift in strategic intent in the minutes of the PTNC’s next official 

meeting, but Foley resumed work on 20 September 1966.141 Upon his return, Foley requested 

that the committee reconsider its refusal to pay him sick leave during his recent absence, and 

People the North again referred the matter for legal settlement. While the meeting records 

provide no indication of the outcome, they reveal other matters of dispute, such as expenses 

claims from Kells and Foley for costs incurred during the symposium.142 It appears that 

finances were tight and every expense attracted scrutiny. The committee’s decision to reject 

Kells’ claim for expenses may have prompted the Sydney architect to step back from frequent 

involvement in the campaign.  

These and other administrative matters tended to dominate People the North considerations 

for most of the rest of 1966. Some finality to matters with Foley came when he agreed with 

the PTNC that his last day of service to the campaign would be 9 December 1966. A few 

days before Foley departed the PTNC campaign, the coalition led by Harold Holt surged to 
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victory in the 1966 federal election. The PTNC played little role in the campaign—a likely 

reflection of Foley’s circumstances and the lack of available finance, but equally another sign 

that People the North was almost a spent force. Northern development had little bearing on 

the overall election campaign and the Holt Government secured a massive majority.143  

The long, slow death of People the North 

Two major developments occurred in the People the North story during 1967. One of these 

developments had the effect of sustaining the campaign for another two years to 1969; the 

other development meant that the last two years of the campaign were largely ineffective and 

thus comparatively inconsequential to the People the North legacy. The first development 

was the decision of the committee to redefine Foley’s former role and advertise for a 

“promotions officer”. In March, the committee confirmed it had received 43 applications 

from across the country for the new position.144 In May, the committee announced that 

Maurice Stitt from Melbourne would join People the North and commence work from 1 June 

1967.145 While Stitt contributed to maintaining the campaign’s presence in national media 

over the coming two years, his involvement came at a time when People the North’s 

influence on policy and development initiatives was at an all-time low. Some of the 

campaign’s diminished capacity for influence in this period came from the second major 

development of 1967: the loss of the enterprising efforts of campaign stalwart, Harry 

Hopkins.  

The Townsville city councillor had been People the North’s mainstay since the genesis of the 

campaign in 1961. Before that, Hopkins had been a Townville councillor since 1949 and 

president of the NQLGA. His contribution to the PTNC was unmatched and his work ethic 

was irreplaceable. Harry Hopkins official involvement with the PTNC campaign ended with 

the resounding defeat of the Townsville Citizens Association in the Townsville City Council 

elections in 1967. On 29 April 1967, Townsville’s community voted to end the TCA’s 18-

year reign over the local council. The decision of voters went against the preferences of the 

Townsville Daily Bulletin, which had endorsed the TCA and its mayoral candidate, George 

 
143 “Swing against Labor in Five States; 6-seat loss certain,” Age, 28 November 1966, 1. 
144 “Thirty second PTNC Meeting: Minutes”, 25 March 1967, NQLGA records, JCUSC. 
145 GM Stephenson, Secretary NQLGA, to all Assoc. members, “PTN Promotions Officer”, 27 May 1967, 
“PTNC – 1962-1968”, QSA, Item ID290917. 
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Roberts, for another term.146 While the TCA had long kept Labor-aligned politicians out of 

Townsville’s council with a “non-partisan” approach to local administration, their eventual 

defeat came from a similarly minded group called the “Association for Civic Development”. 

Its mayoral candidate, Harold Phillips, easily defeated Roberts in the contest for Townsville 

mayor and all TCA councillors lost their seats on council to candidates from the new 

group.147 As a defeated alderman, Hopkins was no longer qualified to be a member of the 

NQLGA and the PTNC. Local media wrote: 

The eclipse of the T.C.A. will also have some interesting reverberations in that it 

will remove some of the best known figures from office in some of North 

Queensland’s most important organisations. For example, Harry Hopkins, who has 

become familiar throughout Australia as the dedicated and forthright leader of the 

People the North Committee, will no longer head that movement.148  

Major changes were taking root in north Queensland. Mareeba’s Mick Borzi replaced 

Hopkins as chairman of the PTNC and on 5 October 1967, Joan Innes Reid, the first ever 

woman to be elected to Townsville’s city council, attended the 34th meeting of the 

campaign.149 A short time later, Gladys Cooney of McKinlay Shire Council, became the first 

woman to officially join the PTNC. 

The loss of Hopkins proved to be detrimental to the overall momentum and direction of the 

campaign. PTNC records show that several councils in north Queensland had stopped 

contributing funds after 1967. Key players such as Cairns, Charters Towers, and Johnstone 

Shire withdrew financial support whereas contributions were still relatively strong from the 

Mackay region. Despite a change in local government, Townsville City Council contributed 

the most by far between 1967 and 1969 with £2550 per year. Notable private financiers 

included Ampol Petroleum (£1000pa), British Tobacco (£500pa), and Shell (£50).150 The 

pattern of donations indicated that support had contracted towards Townsville and Mackay, 

with a few outliers in the far north and west. The trending reduction in financial support for 

People the North occurred in opposition to expansion of the NQLGA, which in late 1967, 

 
146 TCA’s long-serving mayor, Angus Smith, did not contest the 1967 election. The TCA had nominated long-
time councillor and one time Deputy Mayor, George Roberts, as its mayoral candidate: Editorial, “Choice for 
the Citizens,” TDB, 29 April 1967, 2. 
147 “Landslide Victory in Council Elections – T.C.A. Out – A.C.D. In,” TDB, 1 May 1967, 1. 
148 Editorial, “Under New Management,” TDB, 1 May 1967, 2. 
149 “Thirty fourth PTNC Meeting: Minutes”, 5 October 1967, “PTNC – 1962-1968”, QSA, Item ID290917. 
150 Financial contributions to PTNC, NQLGA, Ibid. 
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included over 27 councils and new members like Mount Isa Shire and Carpentaria Shire 

(based in Normanton). In 1968, David Fairbairn attended the NQLGA annual meeting, 

demonstrating that the amalgam of local councils still had connections into federal politics, 

despite the declining significance of its People the North campaign. 

Resisting the inevitable, People the North tinkered along into 1969, but its days were 

numbered. In February, the Queensland Premier, Joh Bjelke-Petersen, opened a NQLGA 

which considered the future of the PTNC. The premier observed final appeals for a 

continuation of People the North from the chairman, Mick Borzi, and the Promotions Officer, 

Maurice Stitt. Borzi, an original member of the committee, remained convinced of the 

campaign’s merits, but he could not persuade enough colleagues to contribute crucial 

funding. Another blow came with the death of long-time NQLGA and PTNC administrator, 

Gordon Stephenson, who had performed the role of campaign secretary since 1962. In a sign 

of deteriorating regional interest in the campaign, the NQLGA received just one application 

to replace Stephenson. Borzi again pleaded with colleagues: 

I firmly believe it is imperative north Queensland continues a promotional 

campaign. While it is difficult to make a categorical assessment of the return for 

money spent on promotion, it can be readily agreed that north Queensland has 

received far greater attention in recent years. Much of this can be attributed to the 

effect of the PTN campaign. If this interest in NQ is to be retained and further 

developed, it must be continued, if not expanded.151 

In attempted appeasement, Stitt proposed structural changes and pressed for a continuation of 

promotions and political lobbying for northern development through People the North. He 

argued that: 

More and more regional associations are being set up throughout Australia, to 

press their development needs. If NQ pulls out of the race now, it will soon be 

forgotten and ignored by policy makers in the south. One of the greatest obstacles 

to be overcome in north Queensland is parochialism and inter-district jealousies. 

Should the promotional activities of the NQLGA, through PTN, be disbanded, 

 
151 Mick Borzi, President of the NQLGA and Chairman of the PTNC, to all NQLGA member councils, 17 
February 1967, “Conference Proceedings – 1968-1973”, QSA, Item ID 276983. 
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parochialism will gain even greater ground, giving rise to a situation of ‘divided 

we fall’.152 

These appeals fell on deaf ears. On 12 April 1969, a “special meeting” of the committee was 

held in Mareeba and owing to financial deficits and lack of future donors, members decided 

to close down the fulltime activities of the People the North Committee from 30 June. The 

NQLGA ratified the decision at its 1969 annual meeting in Normanton and officially ended a 

significant chapter in the political history of northern Australia. 

“Do not still this voice” 

The Townsville Daily Bulletin was disappointed with the NQLGA’s decision to “still the 

voice” of People the North. It wrote that by “winding up PTN, the NQLGA has fallen victim 

to parochialism and has robbed the North of one of its most vigorous voices in the quest for 

greater investment and population in this region”.153 The newspaper labelled the development 

as a “retrograde step for the North” and criticised numerous local authorities for “short 

sightedness” and failing to see beyond their own shire boundaries. In some respects, the 

newspaper had correctly identified one of the contributing factors to People the North’s 

demise: declining regional cohesion among NQLGA councils. Yet, the newspaper, whether 

selectively or through ignorance, did not accept that the movement had also failed to keep 

pace with the evolving needs of the region and the changing attitudes and priorities of 

Australians.  

Ultimately, People the North could not bridge the discord between regional and national 

visions of northern development. The cultural changes of the 1960s had outpaced the PTNC 

and the fraying of the White Australia policy was pertinent to the campaign’s decline. 

Likewise, between 1965 and 1969, the PTNC had faced a momentous challenge: it faced the 

prospect of changing the policy of conservative governments led by three different Australian 

prime ministers and tried to capture the policy agenda of federal Labor Party as the party 

struggled with the consequences of nearly two decades in opposition. Furthermore, the PTNC 

underwent major changes to personnel. The loss of Foley and Hopkins was detrimental, but 

their departure presented opportunities to recast the northern development agenda and find 

new ways to draw national attention to local and regional concerns. To keep up with all of the 

 
152 Maurice Stitt, PTNC Promotions Officer, to NQLGA, 17 Febraury 1967, “Conference Proceedings – 1968-
1973”, QSA, ItemID 276983. 
153 Editorial, “Disappointing Decisions,” TDB, 9 June 1969, 2. 
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change, People the North needed to renovate the arguments for northern development and 

locate a new rationale for an evolving audience. Yet the lobbying group did not revise their 

logic and could not demonstrate their value to their most vital constituents: local councils in 

north Queensland. 
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Map 1: “Development Potential” 
Source: Patrick Milligan, Map of Northern Australia, November 1965, Published on 29 November 1965 by the SMH in its “North Australia – a Survey of its Future” 
supplement. Image found in “People the North Committee – Miscellaneous Correspondence, 1968-1969”, QSA, Item ID290918 
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Conclusion 

Debates about the development potential of northern Australia roused a variety of responses 

from local and national governments in the two decades after the Second World War. This 

thesis has explored the themes that pervade these responses and has revealed major discord 

between local and national visions of northern development. While that discord evolved 

during the post-war period, it was in part prompted by broad historical conceptions of the 

north rooted in the pattern of colonial settlement in Australia. The predominant pattern of 

colonial settlement had emphasised the appeal of southern regions and by the 1940s, the 

Australian tropics were still relatively undeveloped and thinly populated in comparison to the 

continent’s south-east. The lack of people in the north prompted speculation about the 

economic and environmental attributes of tropical lands. Assessments of the economic 

potential of tropical lands were further complicated by debates about the significance of 

northern development to national security. The Second World War had reinvigorated anxiety 

over northern emptiness, which in some respects manifested in concerns over Australian 

sovereignty. My research has demonstrated how some Australians imagined that a lack of 

development signified tenuous claims to the north and invited either invasion or an 

international intervention to seize control and redistribute northern lands to another country. 

These assertions were an attempt to link development with defence and were part of a 

broader struggle to rationalise northern development on the basis of national interest. Up until 

the 1940s, most of the assessments of the north’s value came from politicians, public 

servants, academics, and entrepreneurs based in southern Australia.  

In the post-war period, state and federal government departments debated the value of 

spending large sums of money on the development and settlement of remote northern areas. 

These debates often framed the north as an abstract national resource or as a problem 

requiring a solution. There were few distinctly northern voices in these debates—no colonial, 

state, or federal government was ever permanently based in northern Australia, so authority 

over the north has come from the south. This thesis has contributed new material to 

Australian political history by elucidating the perspectives of Australians who actually lived 

and worked in the north during the mid-twentieth century. 

With a special focus on the role of local councils between 1939 and 1969, the thesis has 

located and explored the history of a unique northern political voice. It has demonstrated that 

while the nation broadly conceived the north as a problem and as an exploitable resource, 
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northern councils considered regional development as an essential means of improving local 

lives and modernising services and infrastructure. North Queensland’s local governments 

attempted to strengthen the connection between their communities and the majority of the 

nation’s population in southern Australia. From their perspective, northern development was 

a project of nation building and was imperative to Australia’s progress. Federal governments 

were less convinced of the nation building significance of northern development and 

considered many of the issues raised by councils as provincial concerns or responsibilities of 

the Queensland government. The significance of tensions between local and national visions 

of northern Australia was demonstrated in the lobbying campaigns of the North Queensland 

Local Government Association.  

During the 1940s, local councils in north Queensland contributed to society’s adjustment to 

peace by coordinating a regional response to common development challenges. Owing to the 

isolation of northern communities from the majority of Australians, local councils became a 

vital feature in the administration of post-war life in Queensland’s north. They formed an 

alliance and implemented a regional version of the national post-war reconstruction agenda. 

This thesis has demonstrated how these actions helped to consolidate the perception that 

settlements in north Queensland could be unified on the basis of shared experiences, 

challenges, and opportunities. Moreover, these communities were united by their distance and 

perceived dislocation from the majority of Australians. Even though these communities 

largely conceived themselves as being at the periphery, their collective efforts to develop and 

modernise north Queensland were partially aimed at strengthening the north’s connection to 

the south. The NQLGA carefully avoided separatist movements and instead focused on 

developing the north within existing jurisdictional arrangements. By exploring the reasons for 

the establishment of the NQLGA, this thesis has broadened the historical understanding of 

how municipal authorities became a major part of the politics of northern development from 

the 1940s to the 1970s. 

Additionally, this dissertation has explained how the North Queensland Local Government 

Association became one of northern Australia’s most influential political voices in the middle 

of the twentieth century. Local councils strengthened the connection between north 

Queensland communities and state and federal governments by waging persistent lobbying 

campaigns for the development of north Queensland. After the Second World War, the trend 

of centralisation in Australian federalism quickened—the Commonwealth retained and 
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exercised the fiscal and legislative powers it had obtained at the expense of state governments 

during wartime. The NQLGA recognised this trend and quickly grasped the idea that the pace 

of progress and investment in their region could be tied to the nation’s commitment to 

northern development. While at first the NQLGA tended to focus on lobbying the 

Queensland government, from the 1950s local councils increasingly turned their attention to 

the Commonwealth. To attract federal funding and support for regional development projects, 

the NQLGA were drawn to engage in broader debates about the significance of northern 

Australia. Local councils attempted to demonstrate the national benefits from regional 

development. 

This thesis has revealed that local councils and federal governments often disagreed over 

national priorities. While the NQLGA generally assumed the north had to be developed for 

the sake of the nation’s future, federal governments adopted a different viewpoint and 

regarded the north as just one of several important regions across the continent. Federal 

politicians were not convinced that the north held special significance to national security or 

that it contained vast quantities of untapped wealth and agricultural potential. Federal 

governments did see the north as a potential source of economic revenue, but largely 

considered northern development as a job for private enterprise. For federal governments, the 

north was also a political problem, requiring periodic policy adjustments to appease 

provincial and national electorates. Furthermore, federal governments often deferred 

responsibility for development projects to state governments. North Queensland’s councils 

were often wedged between state and federal government disagreements over funding and 

policy for northern development. These impasses delayed development and frustrated the 

NQLGA. Some councillors within the Association felt that development had progressed too 

slowly and by the 1960s the case for urgent and more assertive action had overtaken the 

patient and diplomatic strategy of the past 15 years. With that sense of urgency, the NQLGA 

launched the People the North Committee to raise public awareness of the need for northern 

development. The PTNC strove to convince Australians of the need for a massive northern 

development scheme, but the lobbying needed a rationale to justify the expenditure of large 

sums of public money.  

Racial and cultural homogeneity had helped to unify the Australian colonies in 1901 and 

local politicians in north Queensland identified these qualities as a basis for a national accord 

on northern development. The architects of the PTNC campaign used the ideals of the White 
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Australia policy to create a rationale for northern development. They argued that a deficiency 

of white people in northern Australia could be seen as an invitation to Asian neighbours to 

invade and take the land. Moreover, the small white population and lack of development in 

the north demonstrated tenuous sovereignty over tropical lands—a signal that the process of 

colonising the north was incomplete. The PTNC combined the prospect of tenuous 

sovereignty with strategic and racial insecurities to make an evocative appeal to develop the 

north for the sake of the nation. 

People the North proposed a massive boost to the north’s white population to secure 

Australian sovereignty over tropical lands. Yet just as the PTNC chose to focus on White 

Australia to bolster northern development, the nation itself began to evolve decisively away 

from those ideals. For a brief period, People the North gained the attention of state 

governments in Western Australia and Queensland and helped to shape a proposal for a new 

national policy. The lobbying group raised national awareness of northern Australia and 

helped to convince the Commonwealth to create a Northern Division within its Department 

of National Development. Despite these achievements, the Commonwealth did not respond to 

demands for a massive northern development scheme. Federal governments continued to see 

the north as a political problem, rather than a focus for nation building. Furthermore, north 

Queensland’s local councils had misjudged the national mood and failed to anticipate the 

social, cultural, and political shift that permanently eroded the White Australia policy.  

The existence of competing valuations of northern Australia has been demonstrated 

comprehensively by this thesis. The People the North campaign was a culmination of 160 

years of colonisation of the Australian continent. It represented tensions between local and 

national visions of development and nationhood and forced state and federal politicians, 

academics, and sections of the media to reconsider valuations of the north. The campaign 

ended in 1969, but debates about northern development continued. In 2015, the federal 

government published a white paper on developing northern Australia in which many of the 

same ideals, anxieties, and notions of opportunity persist. The north still contained “untapped 

potential”, but instead of insulating the nation against foreign invasion, northern development 

was now a means to better connect the Australian society and economy with the opportunities 

presented by larger populations and trading partners in Asia.1 Yet with geopolitical tensions 

 
1 Patrick White & Russell McGregor, “The Keys to Unlock Northern Australia Have Already Been Cut.” The 
Conversation. 13 December 2016: https://theconversation.com/the-keys-to-unlock-northern-australia-have-
already-been-cut-69713 [Accessed 9 December 2022]. 
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rising in the Indo-Pacific, the north’s value to Australia is again being debated in the context 

of national security, the economy, and foreign policy. In some respects, the ghosts of the 

People the North campaign would see this as a vindication of their argument that the 

Australian tropics were a national, rather than regional, concern. 
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