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This document has been developed by Sunshine Coast Regional Council’s Regional 
Strategy and Planning Department (Strategic Planning Branch) for the purposes of 
seeking public comment.

© Sunshine Coast Regional Council, October 2009.

DISCLAIMER:
Information contained in this document is based on available information at the time of 
writing. All figures and diagrams are indicative only and should be referred to as such. This is 
a strategic document which deals with technical matters in a summary way only. Council or 
its officers accept no responsibility for any loss occasioned to any person acting or refraining 
from acting in reliance upon any material contained in this document.

This document has been released by Sunshine Coast Regional Council for the purposes 
of community consultation to generate feedback and input from the community into the 
development of council’s policy position and strategies. This document does not represent 
the adopted views or policy position of the Sunshine Coast Regional Council.
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DRAFT POLICY DOCUMENTS FOR COMMUNITY COMMENT 
 
► Affordable Living Discussion Paper - Outlines Council’s proposed strategies to 

improve affordability on the Sunshine Coast. 
► Biodiversity Strategy - Identifies Council’s strategies to protect and enhance 

biodiversity on the Sunshine Coast. 
► Canelands Discussion Paper - Outlines Council’s intentions for the future use of 

Canelands on the Sunshine Coast. 
► Climate Change Strategy - Outlines Council’s strategies to respond to climate change 

and peak oil on the Sunshine Coast. 
► Cultural Heritage Background Study -  Provides information as the basis for the 

preparation of a Cultural Heritage Strategy. 
► Flooding and Stormwater Management Discussion Paper - Identifies Council’s 

intended principles for managing flooding and stormwater management. 
► Housing Needs Assessment Background Study - Provides information on existing 

and future housing needs for the Sunshine Coast. 
► Open Space Discussion Paper - Outlines a framework for the preparation of an open 

space strategy for the Sunshine Coast. 
► Rural Futures Background Study - Identifies Council’s intentions for the use of rural 

lands. 
► Rural Planning Background Study - Provides background information on rural areas 

and activities. 
► Statement of Proposals - Outlines Council’s key intended directions for the new 

planning scheme. 
► Sustainable Transport Discussion Paper - Provides a framework for the preparation of 

a Sustainable Transport Strategy. 
► Waterways and Coastal Foreshores Management Discussion Paper - Outlines 

Council’s strategies for managing natural waterways, coastal foreshore areas and 
constructed waterbodies. 

Preamble 
 
The Sunshine Coast Regional Council has identified its vision for the region to be “Australia’s most 
sustainable region – vibrant, green, diverse”. In this current Council term (up to 2012) and in partnership 
with the community, the new Council will begin the challenging task of delivering on its vision. 
 
A key concept that must inform all decision making to deliver on that vision is that of “carrying capacity”, 
defined briefly as “the population that can be supported indefinitely by its supporting systems”. Over the 
page, you will find a discussion of all the elements that need to be considered in ensuring a sustainable 
carrying capacity for the region. 
 
A key element in that task will be the production of a new planning scheme, with its capacity to provide 
for new development that meets our requirements for economic, environmental and social sustainability.   
 
As the first step in beginning that process, Council has prepared a Statement of Proposals outlining the 
key directions for the new planning scheme as well as a number of draft policy documents for your 
comment as listed below.  We would welcome your views on the policy directions outlined, and any 
omissions that should also be considered: 
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Carrying Capacity: the population that can be supported indefinitely by its supporting 
systems. 
  
In ecological terms, the carrying capacity of an ecosystem is the size of the population that can 
be supported indefinitely upon the available resources and services of that ecosystem. Living 
within the limits of an ecosystem depends on three factors:  

• the amount of resources available in the ecosystem,  

• the size of the population, and  

• the amount of resources each individual is consuming. 
A simple example of carrying capacity is the number of people who could survive in a lifeboat 
after a shipwreck. Their survival depends on how much food and water they have, how much 
each person eats and drinks each day, and how many days they are afloat. If the lifeboat 
made it to an island, how long the people survived would depend upon the food and water 
supply on the island and how wisely they used it. A small desert island will support far fewer 
people than a large continent with abundant water and good soil for growing crops. 
  
In this example, food and water are the natural capital of the island. Living within the carrying 
capacity means using those supplies no faster than they are replenished by the island's 
environment: using the 'interest' income of the natural capital. A community that is living off the 
interest of its community capital is living within the carrying capacity. A community that is 
degrading or destroying the ecosystem on which it depends is using up its community capital 
and is living unsustainably. 
  
Equally important to community sustainability is living within the carrying capacity of the 
community's human, social and built capital. Carrying capacity is much harder to measure for 
these types of capital, but the basic concept is the same -- are the different types of capital 
being used up faster than they are being replenished? For example:  

• A community that allows its children to be poorly educated, undernourished, and poorly 
housed is eroding its human capital. 
  

• A community that allows the quality of its social interactions to decline through lack of 
trust, respect, and tolerance is eroding its social capital. 
  

• A community that allows its buildings, roads, parks, power facilities, water facilities, and 
waste processing capability to decay is eroding its built capital. Additionally, a 
community that is creating built capital without considering the future maintenance of 
that capital is setting itself up for eventual decay. 

So, in the context of sustainability, carrying capacity is the size of the population that can be 
supported indefinitely upon the available resources and services of supporting natural, social, 
human, and built capital. 
 
http://www.sustainablemeasures.com/Sustainability/KeyTermCarryingCap.html  
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Executive Summary 
This paper provides a commentary on current issues for the rural areas of the Sunshine Coast Region 
and background information for the preparation of a Rural Futures Strategy. 
 
The rural areas of the Sunshine Coast are the portions shown as either Regional Landscape and Rural 
Production Area or Rural Living Area under the South East Queensland Regional Plan and at 89% they 
form the vast majority of the Sunshine Coast.   
 
Agriculture, including grazing, poultry farms, tree crops and other crops, is an important part of the rural 
heritage of the Sunshine Coast and an integral contributor to the character of the hinterland.  The 
retention of agriculture, particularly in those areas where farming activities have been the traditional use, 
is important to preserving the rural character and community identity. 
 
National Parks, State Forests, Conservation Reserves and other rural lands have high scenic amenity, 
add to the economic prosperity of the Sunshine Coast and accommodate a wealth of biodiversity values.  
They also serve as the “lungs” of the Sunshine Coast and form the inter-urban breaks between distinct 
urban communities.   
 
The rural areas, with their scenic landscapes, and peaceful lifestyle are the ideal setting for retreats, eco-
tourism, food & wine tourism and other nature and rural-based tourism and benefit from the clean, green 
imagery associated with the Sunshine Coast hinterland.   
 
The communities of the rural areas, including the communities of rural towns and villages, have a strong 
affinity with the natural values of their surroundings and with the heritage of the Sunshine Coast.  While 
some residents have connection to the early farming and timber-getting families of the region, many 
more have moved here from areas outside the Sunshine Coast to appreciate the natural values of the 
area and the lifestyle it affords. 
 
As the Sunshine Coast continues to grow rural lands will come under increasing pressure from urban 
uses.  Changes in the agriculture industry and other global issues including climate change and peak oil 
will affect primary production and other rural industries.  Therefore innovation and best practice in 
relation to farming, value-adding, transport, marketing and land management will become increasingly 
important. 
 
While maintaining and improving rural productivity and employment options is highly important, the 
sustainability of natural resources of biodiversity, water, air and soil is equally important.  In addition, the 
long term sustainability of rural communities relies on suitable housing, infrastructure and social support 
for residents. 
 
This background study will help to inform the Sunshine Coast Rural Futures Strategy and will be used to 
guide Council’s future activities in the rural areas to help achieve the desired outcomes.  Review of the 
various opportunities and threats facing the rural areas as well as existing Council operations has lead to 
eight nominated focus areas for future actions. 
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1.0 Introduction 
The rural areas of the Sunshine Coast make up 89% of its area.  Landowners, residents and the wider 
community value the land for a multitude of reasons, and it contributes widely to the character, economy 
and environment of the Sunshine Coast.  A balanced future for these areas that acknowledges and 
protects the range of values is a critical factor in the sustainability of the Sunshine Coast.  This is 
particularly important in these times of major economic, social and environmental change, at the local, 
national and global scales. 
 
The purpose of the Rural Futures Background Study is to provide an overview of the community, 
economic and environmental issues currently facing the rural areas of the Sunshine Coast.  It supports 
the preparation of the Sunshine Coast Rural Futures Strategy and will be used to guide Council’s future 
activities in the rural areas to help achieve the desired outcomes.  The Sunshine Coast Rural Futures 
Strategy will form the basis for an integrated rural framework for the Sunshine Coast, to support and 
facilitate rural growth and change.  This Strategy will provide a whole-of-Council response to address the 
full range of issues facing the rural areas.  The policy framework for this Background Study is shown in 
Figure 1. 
 
Figure 1 – Policy Framework for Rural Futures Background Study 
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2.0 Background to Rural Areas 

2.1. Definition of the Rural Areas 
The Sunshine Coast encompasses an area that extends from the lower end of the Great Sandy Region 
and Kin Kin Ranges to the North, the Pacific Ocean to the East, Beerburrum and Pumicestone Passage 
to the South and, Conondale and Kenilworth to the West.  It covers an area of 3,127km2, where 89% or 
2,792km2 (or 279,243 hectares) are dedicated rural areas.  The Sunshine Coast area is shown in Map 1. 
 
The rural areas of the Sunshine Coast generally align with the Regional Landscape and Rural 
Production Area and Rural Living Area designations under the South East Queensland (SEQ) Regional 
Plan.  This includes some of the smaller rural villages.  Hinterland towns, while within the Urban 
Footprint, are the service and employment centres for rural areas and must therefore be included in 
consideration of rural areas.  Map 2 – Study Area shows the general settlement pattern of the Sunshine 
Coast and highlights the Regional Landscape and Rural Production Area and Rural Living Area 
designations. 
 
In addition however, there are areas inside the Urban Footprint which Council has determined as 
unsuitable for urban development.  Such areas include hard constraints such as flood prone land, 
significant vegetation and steep land.  The more significant of these areas have been identified in the 
Statement of Proposals for the new Planning Scheme.  These areas will also be the subject of forward 
planning and policy for rural areas. 
 
For the purpose of this document it is worthwhile stating that “Rural Areas” evokes different meanings for 
different people, and that apart from the general alignment stated above, this document discusses 
largely the significant portion of the Sunshine Coast that is outside the more densely populated coastal 
urban environment.  Nambour is recognised as the major activity and service centre for the hinterland of 
the Sunshine Coast, but again it is a large urban centre and outside the scope of this study. 

2.2. Description of the Study Area 
The Sunshine Coast Region is made up of a diverse range of landforms which consist of mountainous 
highlands, flood plains and coastal low lands.  The majority of urban areas are located along the coast 
between Noosa Heads and Caloundra, meaning rural lands are generally to the west of the coastal strip. 
 
The Sunshine Coast is well known for its unique environment, rich in native flora and fauna.  The region 
includes surf beaches, sand dunes, rivers, wetlands, hinterland ranges, iconic glasshouse mountains, 
rainforest and woodlands.  These diverse environments support a range of vegetation and wildlife 
including terrestrial, aquatic or marine species.  However there are many natural habitats within the 
Sunshine Coast that are fragmented or at risk from fragmentation by expanding agricultural uses and 
other development. 
 
The existing pattern of remnant vegetation is the outcome of more than a century of land use for forestry, 
agriculture and settlement which cleared and fragmented large areas of habitat.  The history of the 
Sunshine coast’s European settlement has involved extensive clearing for dairying in the western valleys 
and logging, pine plantations and intensive cropping on the hills and flats towards the coast. Historically, 
it has been the vegetation on the more fertile soils, volcanic soils and alluvium which has been most 
impacted by settlement, agriculture and development. Most of Sunshine Coast’s largest intact remnant 
areas are restricted to steeply sloping lands and coastal areas of poorer soils. 
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The Sunshine Coast is divided by the North Coast Railway line which runs parallel to the coastline 
through the Hinterland.  Along the railway line, a distinct settlement pattern has formed which includes 
the towns of Beerburrum, Glasshouse Mountains, Beerwah, Landsborough, Mooloolah, Eudlo, 
Palmwoods, Woombye, Nambour, Yandina, Eumundi, Cooroy, Pomona and Cooran.  Other settlements 
have occurred on the Buderim Plateau, the Blackall Range and along the Noosa and Maroochy Rivers. 
   
The Sunshine Coast is a fast developing region but growth is largely concentrated in the coastal urban 
areas.  The local government area had a 2006 residential population of approximately 295,125 but the 
rural areas accommodated 72,900 of these residents.  Due to the historical trend of interstate migration 
and the sea change phenomenon, the Sunshine Coast region’s population is projected to grow to 
473,727 by 2026.  By the same time the component expected to live in the rural areas is 133,213.  It is 
important to note however that some rural towns are expected to grow quite significantly and most of the 
anticipated growth between 2006 and 2026 will in fact be within the urban footprint rather than in rural or 
semi-rural settings. 
 
Since the beginning of the 21st century high population growth as well as other factors, has lead to a 
substantial boom in property prices, forcing lower income residents away from the coast and into the 
rural areas of the Sunshine Coast and changing the pattern of population.   
 
As would be expected in the South East corner of Queensland rural properties are generally smaller than 
in more remote parts of Queensland, however there are still some significant properties.  Table 1 shows 
how many properties within the Sunshine Coast fit within the nominated size categories.   
 
There are 918 lots of 50 hectares or greater and they account for more than 43% of the rural area of the 
Sunshine Coast.  By comparison there are 3,439 properties of between 10 and 50 hectares in area, 
many of which could still be productive farms.  There are 6,265 properties of between 2 and 10 hectares 
in area, some of these will include intensive horticulture or animal husbandry however many are lifestyle 
properties or may include some grazing, farm forestry and bushland protection.   
 
Lots less than 2 hectares in area, which account for over 61% of all properties, but just 5.58% of the land 
area, are generally considered unlikely to contribute to rural production. 
 
Table 1 – Rural Lot Size Distribution (all land outside the Urban Footprint designation and not State 
Government land) 
Lot Size 0-2ha 2-5ha 5-10ha 10-20ha 20-50ha >50ha 
Number of Lots 
within this size 
category 

16,856 4,179 2,086 1,933 1,506 918 

Proportion of total 
lots within this size 
category 

61% 15% 8% 7% 6% 3% 

Proportion of total 
land within this size 
category 

6% 7% 7% 14% 23% 43% 




























