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Over its history, the Gold Coast’s economic development has 
been based on four key elements: 

first, accessible natural resources and prime growing conditions; second, population growth; third, the creation of access-en-

abling infrastructure; and fourth, entrepreneurialism.  This story begins in 1823, with Oxley, Stirling and Uniacke’s exploration of 

the coast south from Stradbroke Island to the Tweed River and the subsequent arrival of the region’s early British and European 

settlers and then the creation of a string of timber, farming, mining, and fishing communities from the Logan River in the north to 

Coolangatta in the south, and to Beechmont in the west. 
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‘If I only had a heart’ 
(Harburg 1939) 

A history of the Gold Coast and its economy from 1823 to 2013 

Introduction 

In 2011, Gold Coast City was the largest regional city in Australia and had experienced the strongest 

growth of any centre in Queensland over the previous ten years, increasing over that time by 109,842 

people to 507,642 (ABS, 2013a, 2013b). It contained more residents than Tasmania, almost two and a 

half times as many residents as the Northern Territory and had a population approximately thirty five 

per cent larger than that of the Australian Capital Territory (ABS, 2013a).  

Gold Coast City covers a land area of 1,400 square kilometres in Queensland’s south eastern corner, 

stretching from the New South Wales border in the south to the Logan River in the north. On its 

eastern side is the Pacific Ocean and 57 kilometres of beachfront and on its western edge lies the 

coastal hinterland rising to the McPherson Range (Rogers, 2013). Its northern border is just 45 

kilometres from the centre of Queensland’s capital, Brisbane, while Coolangatta at the southern end 

sits 104 kilometres from Brisbane’s centre. 

Over its history, the Gold Coast’s economic development has been based on four key elements: first, 

accessible natural resources and prime growing conditions; second, population growth; third, the 

creation of access-enabling infrastructure; and fourth, entrepreneurialism. Now Australia’s sixth 

largest city, there is debate as to whether Gold Coast City will one day become just the southern leg of 

a Brisbane centric two hundred kilometre megatropolis (Spearritt, 2009), or develop as an 

independent and important contributor to the economic and socio-cultural fabric of Queensland and 

Australia.1  

Gold Coast City remains an under-recognised city politically, socially, economically and culturally. It 

has a geographically dichotomised government, no recognisable centres of cultural significance, such 

as a major art gallery or museum, no sizable Federal or State government instruments headquartered 

within its boundaries, few major employers and no major multinational corporations with any 

noteworthy presence. There is a busy passenger airport at its southern end, but with limited freight 

carrying capacity and little room to expand due to its location within a suburban environment. There 

                                                      
1 Keywords: economy, entrepreneurship, industry, industry clusters, infrastructure, innovation, key industries, planning, 

population. 
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is single track rail access for people commuting an average of seventy kilometres to Brisbane, but no 

rail freight carrying capability. There is no port to allow commercial access to world markets and 

commercial freight must first take an expensive route via an increasingly gridlocked highway to 

Brisbane in order to access freight forwarding assets. At a national level, the City rarely rates a 

mention as a city in its own right, except as a tourist destination or crime hub, and population growth, 

on which the City has relied so heavily and precariously to date for its economic growth, has slowed. 

At the time of writing, the local economy is precariously placed and three of its postcode areas, 42092, 

42113 and 42174, lead the state in the number of bankruptcies (GCB, 2013). So it’s difficult to see the 

Gold Coast avoiding becoming the rump-end of the Brisbane megatropolis predicted by Spearritt 

(2009). However, with a diverse economic base and political vision there remains an opportunity for 

Gold Coast City to be much more, and to become an important contributor to the social and cultural 

fabric of Queensland and Australia. If only it has the heart! 

This exploration of the economic history of Australia’s sixth most populous city begins late in 1823, 

with Oxley, Stirling and Uniacke’s exploration of the coast south from Stradbroke Island to the 

Tweed River and the subsequent arrival of the region’s early British and European settlers, followed 

by the creation of a string of timber, farming, mining, and fishing communities. It explores impacts of 

the railway’s introduction from Brisbane to Tweed Heads from 1903, and the subsequent growth of 

the south coast as a series of holiday destinations. It discusses the railway’s closure in 1961 and its 

partial reconstruction and reopening from Brisbane to Robina in 1989, the development of aviation at 

Coolangatta from 1936, and the gradual development of highway access to and from Gold Coast City 

over time. Further, it examines the emergence and planned growth of industrial clusters along the 

Pacific Innovation Corridor, as well as the influence of governments’ economic planning on industry 

growth and regional wealth. 

The story also examines the overarching driving influence on the region’s economy of sustained 

population growth and the importance to the Gold Coast’s ongoing prosperity of micro and 

macroeconomic changes in other regions and countries. It notes too the impacts both of significant 

locals and transient individuals and the effects of major political and infrastructure changes on the 

region, explores the city’s historical overreliance on two industries, tourism and construction, (and its 

under reliance on others), and discusses the emerging new economy and its foreseeable future. 

                                                      
2 4209 incorporates the suburbs of Coomera; Pimpama; Upper Coomera; and Willow Vale. 
3 4211 incorporates the suburbs of Advancetown; Beechmont; Binna Burra; Carrara; Clagiraba; Gaven; Gilston 

;Highland Park; Lower Beechmont; Mount Nathan; Natural Bridge; Nerang; Nerang Bc; Nerang DC; Numinbah 

Valley; Pacific Pines; and Southern Lamington. 
4 4217 incorporates the suburbs of Benowa; Bundall; Bundall Bc; Bundall DC; Chevron Island; Gold Coast MC; 

Isle Of Capri; Main Beach; and Surfers Paradise. 

http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/advancetown
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/beechmont
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/binna-burra
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/carrara
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/clagiraba
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/gaven
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/gilston
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/highland-park
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/lower-beechmont
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/mount-nathan
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/natural-bridge
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/nerang
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/nerang-bc
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/nerang-dc
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/numinbah-valley
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/numinbah-valley
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/pacific-pines
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/southern-lamington
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/benowa
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/bundall
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/bundall-bc
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/bundall-dc
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/chevron-island
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/gold-coast-mc
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/isle-of-capri
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/main-beach
http://www.auspostcode.com/suburb/qld/surfers-paradise
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Finally, it traces the Gold Coast’s evolution as a prominent entrepreneurial hotspot in Australia and 

the City’s quest for recognition and a commercial heart and presents for the first time a picture of the 

evolution of key industries in Gold Coast City, noting the milestones that have led to the City’s 

current economic development platform. 

The First Sixty Years: 1823-1883 

Just thirty five years and nine months after Captain Arthur Phillip led the First Fleet into Sydney 

Harbour in 1788 and established the British Colony of New South Wales, Oxley, assisted by Stirling 

and Uniacke (Favenc, 1908), set off from Sydney Town’s Port Jackson aboard H. M. Cutter Mermaid 

on orders from Governor Sir Thomas Brisbane “to examine various harbours to the northward and to 

select one as the site for a new penal settlement” (Lee, 1925, p. 526). After running into a strong gale 

on 31st October 1823, the Mermaid took shelter at Cook Island5 off Fingal Head.6 The next day, Oxley 

and Uniacke travelled some four miles along the Tweed (Steele, 1972), a river named by Uniacke 

after he and Oxley had reboarded the Mermaid to continue their northward quest for a suitable penal 

colony site (Favenc, 1888; Longhurst, 1978). Although they were not the first Europeans to see the 

pristine beaches and billabongs of what one day would become Australia’s second most important 

tourist destination,7  and were almost certainly not the first to come ashore there, it is generally 

recognised that Oxley and his team were the immediate forerunners of the Gold Coast’s white 

settlement. The Yugambeh, the region’s first peoples of the Wangerriburra, Birinburra, Gugingin, 

Migunberri, Mununjali, Bollongin, Minjungbal and Kombumerri families (NPRSR, 2012), had 

inhabited the rich coastal strip and its hinterlands for tens of thousands of years. This time though, the 

British and Europeans were here to stay.  

  

                                                      
5 First named as ‘Turtle Island’ by Oxley (Longhurst, 1996). 
6 Oxley, Stirling and Uniacke located an old wreck on the north-west side of Cook Island on 31st October 1823, 

which Oxley thought might have been one of La Perouse’s ships (Uniacke 1825 cited in Longhurst, 1978, p. 3). 

Also, a number of convicts escaping from Moreton Bay’s harsh prison life had passed through the area and it is 

possible that American whalers had come ashore to reprovision, given that the Gold Coast was a rich source of 

fresh water and timber needed to repair ships damaged in Pacific storms. 
7 Kenneth McIntyre reported (cited by McRobbie 1991, p. 1) that the Dutch charted the eastern Australian 

coastline some 250 years earlier, as had Captain James Cook in 1770. Matthew Flinders also passed by the Gold 

Coast, in July 1802 during his circumnavigation of Australia (for example, see: 

http://www.abc.net.au/navigators/captains/journeymaps/default.htm).  

http://www.abc.net.au/navigators/captains/journeymaps/default.htm
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Figure 1: Captain John Oxley, 1783-1828, from a portrait in the possession of 
Mrs Oxley, of Bowral. The portrait was presented to Mrs. King, widow of 
Governor King, in 1810, and signed by him (Source: Favenc, E. 1908, "The 
Explorers of Australia and their Life-Work", epub, www.slq.qld.gov.au 
accessed 06/03/13). 

In late August 1828,8 Roos and Broadhead explored twenty-five 

miles along the Tweed River and charted the coast from the 

Tweed River to Tallebudgera Creek. In October that year Captain 

Patrick Logan9, a reportedly brutal commandant of the Moreton 

Bay Settlement from March 1826 to October 1830 (Knight, 1895; 

Steele, 1975), “…dispatched a military party to Point Danger…” 

(Logan to Macleay, 20 October 1828, AONSW Ref. 4/1983 cited 

by Steele, 1975, p. 98) to establish a military sub-post at Point 

Danger to intercept escaping convicts who were attempting to return to the relative comforts of 

Sydney Town. In February the following year seven labourers were assigned to Point Danger to cut 

cedar and pine for shipment to Moreton Bay and then to Sydney, (Longhurst, 1996; McRobbie, 

1991a) and so timber getters became the backbone of the Gold Coast region’s first industry. 

Although the Point Danger outpost was abandoned in September 1829 following “a rupture with the 

natives” (Cunningham, p. 547 cited by Longhurst, 1978, p. 4), by the 1830’s, the hinterland and river 

flats served as a rich source of the timber needed to build a growing colony and meet the increasing 

demands of a rapidly industrialising Britain. In 1835 convict labour was employed to cut cedar on the 

Logan, Tweed and Scott's rivers (ABS, 2012, p. 409). Early cedar cutters were Edmund Harper and 

William Duncan, both of whom “could speak the dialects of the Tweed and Nerang tribes” fluently 

(Derrick, 1993, p. 251). Much of the area from South Passage (later Southport) to Point Danger was 

surveyed in 1840 by Dixon (Mullins, 1995) and by the mid-1840’s individuals such as Dixon, 

Warner, Caffrey, Steel, Burgess and Harper were prominent among the district’s cedar dealers and 

cutters. By 1846, the non-aboriginal population of Brisbane had climbed to 960, just thirty six per cent 

of whom were female (Johnston, 1988), but the number residing in the south eastern corner was small. 

A second, but short lived industry was the grazing of cattle and, even more briefly, sheep; the latter 

proving to be unsuited to the hot and humid subtropical climate. Early in 1852 Alfred Compigné 

leased two stock runs in the Tallebudgera Valley and Tweed, but by August of that year the leases had 

                                                      
8 This was also the year of Oxley’s death near Sydney. At the time, Oxley was the colony’s Surveyor-General 

(Farenc, 1888). 
9 Logan was clearly unloved by his charges and peers alike. For example, Knight (1895, pp. 25-26) described 

Logan’s rule as an overbearing reign of terror and concluded that “Captain Logan’s only good point was his 

love and success in extending the geographical and botanical knowledge of the district.” In 1830m Logan was 

accused of murder by Thomas Matthews, but died before the matter could be heard (Steele 1975, p. 135). 

http://www.slq.qld.gov.au/
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been transferred to the Beaudesert Run’s William Duckett White. White's runs stretched from Beau 

Desert (later “Beaudesert”) through the Albert Shire to the Tweed Valley, covering most of what 

today is the Gold Coast (White, 1990). In the same year, John Ferrier established a shipbuilding yard 

on the Tweed (Longhurst, 1996). Meanwhile in the newly established state of Victoria, significant 

social changes were foreshadowed when, on 15th December 1854, “startling news” of a revolt by 

miners on 3rd December at the Ballarat Stockade, Eureka, arrived in Brisbane (Knight, 1895, pp. 340-

341); a precursor to the emergence of a new national identity. In June 1859 Queen Victoria 

established the Colony of Queensland. By that time, the estimated population of colony north of the 

Tweed River had reached 23,520 (Clark, 1955).  

Figure 2: Alan Cunningham's map of the Moreton 
Region, Queensland, circa 1829. Photographer 
unknown. Held at Local Studies Library, Gold 
Coast City Council. 

Throughout the first half of the 19th 

Century the main source of the world's 

cotton had been the United States, 

especially its southern states. But 

commencement of the American Civil 

War in 1861 created opportunities for 

cotton growing in other parts and in 1862 

the Manchester Cotton Company selected 

1,280 acres on the right bank of Nerang 

Creek for a cotton plantation. Edmund 

Price chose a further 1,120 acres at 

Carrara, while William Towns planted 

1,200 acres on the Logan River (Derrick, 

1993; Longhurst, 1994, 1996; McRobbie, 

1991a). The region's cotton growing was 

not to last however. Widespread flooding 

in 1863 and 1864 almost destroyed the 

local industry and in 1865, when the American Civil War ended, the Manchester Cotton Company 

liquidated. Nevertheless, cotton retained its position as a profitable industry in the area until about 

1873, by which time cotton plantations had largely been replaced by sugar as the region’s crop of 

choice (McRobbie, 1991a). 
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Figure 3: Sketch of the Nerang River 
with the Manchester Cotton Company 
holdings, Robert Muir holdings and 
Morris Pardoe holdings, South Coast, 
Queensland, circa 1880s [picture] / 
Photographer unknown. Held at Local 
Studies Library, Gold Coast City 
Council. 

In 1863, Roberts and Rowlands 

surveyed the inter-colonial 

border between Queensland and 

New South Wales for the first 

time. Queensland was now self-

regulating and in October 1864 

the newly empowered 

government gave credence to 

the sugar and coffee industries when it brought into force Sugar and Coffee Regulations. Construction 

of the first sugar mill on the Nerang River at Bundall followed in 1865 (Longhurst, 1994).  

A prominent pioneer of the sugar industry in the region was Scottish engineer, Robert Muir who in 

1869 acquired 1,100 acres at Bundall and Benowa, principally to cultivate and process sugar 

(McRobbie, 1991a). Another was Major Boyd, who in the late 1860’s built a sugar cane crushing mill 

at Pimpama on Coomera Creek to service his four hectare property on the Albert River (Boag, c. 

1871). One notable attraction of the 1860s was James Stewart’s Walrus, perhaps Australia’s first 

floating distillery (McRobbie, 1984b), “a riverboat which plied the Logan River collecting molasses 

from small sugar mills along the way for conversion to rum” (Lungford & Thomas, 1979, p. 30). 

Sugar remained an important crop for the Gold Coast for more than a hundred years and plantations 

can still be seen from the Brisbane to Gold Coast train as it passes through the old Albert Shire 

regions. However, by the mid-1860’s the pastoralists were giving way to smaller cropping farms of 

maize, arrowroot and general agriculture and new family names, such as Boyd, Veivers, Beattie, and 

Lahey were becoming established in the district.  

Nerang Creek, which previously had been known as the River Barrow (NSW Government Gazette 

No. 80, 11 Aug 1852, p. 1228), and then later as the Nerang River, had been named in 1863 by 

surveyor Martin Lavelle, who in mid-1865 then surveyed the site of the Nerang Township. By 1866 a 

weekly mail service had been introduced from Brisbane to Nerang Creek and in 1868 Nerang 

Township was established (Longhurst, 1994). On 8 Mar 1869, the weekly mail service was extended 

from Nerang to Kynumboon in the Tweed Valley at the base of the Border Ranges (McRobbie, 

1991b). 
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Populations continued to expand into the Gold Coast’s valleys and coastal strip throughout the 1860’s 

and 1870’s. In 1867 Peter McLean started one of the region's earliest dairy farms (McRobbie, 1991b) 

and on 4 Oct 1869 William Dolan first settled Tallebudgera Valley. Currumbin Valley was settled by 

Samuel William Gray in 1870 and in 1871 Customs Officer Thomas Carrick became Coolangatta’s 

first resident (Longhurst, 1996). 

The 1871 Queensland census found Queensland’s population to be 121,743 and that of Brisbane to be 

15,029. At that time just 204 persons were living on 'Nerang Creek and outlying districts' 

(Queensland, 1872). The population was becoming multicultural too and by then there were some 

three thousand residents in the Gold Coast-Albert Shire (then largely Logan District), plus many 

Yugambeh peoples who, at the time, were not counted in the census. Of the 2,987 non-indigenous 

residents who were counted, 31% were Australian born, 28% were from England, Scotland and 

Wales, 20% were from Germany, 10% were from Ireland, and 8% were from the islands of Polynesia. 

The remaining 3% came from a wide variety of other nations, or were unspecified (Queensland, 

1872). The twenty per cent of German origin included many names familiar in the region today; for 

example, Hinze, Kleinschmidt and Muntz (McRobbie, 1991b).  

The year 1872 was significant in the life of the new township of Nerang. Steamers commenced 

voyages to Nerang from Brisbane (Derrick, 1993), while in April Benjamin Cockerill was granted 

Nerang’s first publican's licence. However Cockerill appears to have been usurped as it was Charles 

White who established Nerang’s first ‘watering hole’, The Southern Cross, in July 1872 and it was not 

until 1873 that Cockerill established his Royal Mail Hotel. In August 1873 the first Nerang Creek 

Races, perhaps the first recorded social event on the South Coast, was held (Longhurst, 1994). 

Around the same time other townships in the region were starting to develop. On 2 Jul 1872, 65 town 

allotments were auctioned at the Town of Burleigh (Longhurst, 1994). Also in that year the first 

private school was opened in Tallebudgera Valley (Elliott, 1977) and Stephen Tobin opened the 

Valley’s first accommodation house (Longhurst, 1996). 

In 1874, the Nerang Township Post Office was authorised and a police barracks and a lock-up 

constructed in the town. Also in 1874 Muller and Carter constructed a sawmill on the Nerang River, 

close to the site where The Southport School now stands. In 1875 the Nerang Police Court was 

established and in November of that year the Nerang Vested School opened and a telegraph office 

was established in the town on the line from Brisbane to New South Wales. By December 1875, Price 

Street Nerang had a store, bakery, butcher’s shop and Ben Cockerill’s Royal Mail Hotel, plus the 

school at the northern end of the town, and a wharf (Derrick, 1993). By 1876, the Nerang Christmas 

Races had become major drawcards, as too had the ploughing matches at Benowa (Longhurst, 1994). 
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First called South Passage, then “Nerang Heads” (White, 1990), Southport too was starting to grow. 

On 20 April 1875 twenty two allotments were sold in the new township. In 1876 Richard Gardiner 

erected Southport's first hotel and became the Gold Coast’s first tourism entrepreneur when he 

actively attracted parties from Brisbane, especially those interested in recreational fishing, then lent 

them the tackle they needed for a day on and around the Broadwater (McRobbie, 1991a).  

In 1877, Southport’s first house was erected by Robert and Ralph Johnston, Nerang and Tallebudgera 

cricket clubs formed and the first state school opened at Tallebudgera Valley (Longhurst, 1994). 

While fire destroyed his accommodation house early in 1877, Tobin still managed to open the first 

store in Tallebudgera Valley later that year (Longhurst, 1996).  

The following year the Colonial Sugar Refining Company took early steps to develop the sugar 

industry in the Tweed Valley and there were soon calls to develop trunk railways from Brisbane to 

Logan and for a short railway from the proposed Tweed sugar fields to Nerang (TLW, 1878a, 1878b). 

A key concern of sugarcane farmers at that time was the so-called “Polynesian Question” and a call 

by employers of Polynesian workers for employers not to be required to pay a bond of fifteen shillings 

per quarter that had been demanded by Government Circular of 20th February “…to provide for the 

safe return passage of each islander employed” (TLW, 1878c, p. 3).  

Southport’s Post Office also opened that year (Longhurst, 1994) and on 9th February 1878, Logan’s 

original newspaper, “The Logan Witness and Southern Districts Advertiser” published its first 

edition.10 A weekly publication, it initially sold for four pence a copy, but within two months its price 

had dropped to three pence, where it stayed for many years.  

Also in 1878, John Dwyer opened the Rose & Crown Hotel in Tallebudgera Valley and the Valley’s 

dairy industry started with the acquisition by Henry Jordan of significant land holdings between 

Tallebudgera and Currumbin Creeks (Longhurst, 1996). In 1879, George Andrews had become one of 

Southport’s first storekeepers, plus real estate agent and insurance broker (Unknown, 1879). By 

January 1879 there were weekly steamship runs by two steamers from Brisbane to Southport and 

Nerang and late that month Robert Muir put “…300 Marine Villa Sites along the shores of 

Broadwater Bay …” up for auction (TLW, 1879, p. 3). Three months later, Southport hosted its first 

Easter Regatta (TLW, 1879). In 1879 the land being used by the Racing Club at Nerang was found to 

be unsuitable, “so future races were run in Veivers’ two paddocks across the Carrara-Nerang road” 

(Derrick, 1993, p. 266). 

                                                      
10 Within a few months of its launch, the paper’s name was shortened to “The Logan Witness” (hereafter, 

“TLW”).  
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By January 1880 Nerang had its first medical practice and on 19 February of that year the Nerang 

Divisional Board met for the first time. Southport Provisional School (later St Hilda's School) also 

opened in 1880 (Longhurst, 1994). By this time tourism was emerging as an industry in the region, 

with steamers leaving regularly from Brisbane for an overnight voyage, passengers willingly paying 

the return fare of from sixteen shillings (plus 1s 6d for meals) to one pound, especially given that for 

some special excursions, “gentlemen could live on board without further charge” (TBC, 1880, p. 8). 

By then Queensland’s population had climbed to an estimated 211,040 (Clark, 1955).  

Another pioneer of Gold Coast tourism was Stephen Tobin, lessee of the Royal Hotel at Nerang, who 

sought to attract sportsmen and men of business seeking a place to relax. As a correspondent from 

The Logan Witness wrote at the time of Tobin’s establishment: “… it will be a great retreat for the 

sportsman or the man of business seeking a quiet nice place on the sylvan banks of the Nerang 

whereat to a spend a little time” (TLW, 1880, p. 3). The creative arts too were soon to gain a foothold 

and on 22 Nov 1880 Tobin’s Music Hall, Southport, ran a production of 'Wheeler's Zulu War 

Panorama' (Longhurst, 1994). A year later, a School of Arts was proposed for the town (TLW, 

1881b).  

The year of 1880 also saw continuation of a national drought and the start of an economic depression 

that would continue for almost fifteen years and see the collapse of nearly three quarters of 

Queensland’s banks (McRobbie, 1991b). In November 1881 the Government proclaimed a section of 

land as “… a reserve for a timber wharf at Nerang” (TLW, 1881a, p. 2) and notwithstanding 

economic depression, Johann Meyer, established a ferry service on the Nerang River. By 1887 the 

ferry mostly serviced Meyer’s hotel on land that some years later would come to be known as Surfers 

Paradise. Other coastal areas were also starting to expand and 1881 saw Point Danger’s first race 

meeting and the construction of a road from Mudgeeraba to the coast via Carrara (Longhurst, 1994, 

1996; McRobbie, 1984b). 

Rapid growth of the colonies had meant that the demand for housing and therefore timber had become 

a significant driver of economic activity in the Gold Coast region and 1882 saw sawmills established 

in Southport, Benowa and Pine Mountain (Longhurst, 1994; TLW, 1883). This year also saw the first 

sugar mill established at Gilston and Frederick Fowler's accommodation house built at Burleigh 

Heads (Longhurst, 1996). Southport too benefitted from changes in 1882 when the Southport 

Dramatic Club formed, Cobb & Co introduced a daily service from Brisbane to Southport and the 

Moreton Bay Oyster Company began a regular paddle steamer service to Southport (Longhurst, 

1994). 
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Figure 4: John Cornelius Howard's 
Riverside Mill, Upper Coomera, 1880. 
Artist and photographer unknown. 
Digital image held by Gold Coast City 
Council’s Local Studies Library, 
Southport. 

February 1883 saw the first 

horse races at Southport 

racecourse. In July of that year, 

Southport separated from 

Nerang to form the Southport 

Divisional Board and the Shire 

of Southport was gazetted, 

while Bundall and Benowa were included in the Nerang Divisional Board. Cobb & Co’s coach 

services continued to expand, with new daily services introduced from Nerang to Tallebudgera Valley 

(GCCC, 2012; Longhurst, 1994, 1996; McRobbie, 1991b). Also in 1883, Southport's Post and 

Telegraph Office and first medical practice were opened and in September Burlington sawmill 

commenced operations on the upper Nerang (Longhurst, 1994, 1996). The southern end of the coast 

was also developing and on 5 April 1883 Henry Schneider was commissioned to plan a township on 

the Queensland side of Point Danger (QSA SUR/A165 cited by Longhurst, 1996), while in August, 

Well’s boarding house opened at Point Danger. The year ended with the opening of the Mudgeeraba 

Hotel in December (Longhurst, 1994).  

By the end of its first sixty years of European settlement, the South Coast area had a growing number 

of hotels and guesthouses, an established police and court system, schools, medical practices, sport 

and recreational pursuits like horse racing, recreational fishing, theatre, a boating regatta, highly 

popular ploughing matches at Benowa and a cricket competition that included clubs from Southport 

(Figure 5), Nerang, Tallebudgera and Coomera (Longhurst, 1994). The district’s main industries were 

timber, agriculture and pastoral, but tourism was starting to make a mark and the creative arts were 

also starting to emerge, particularly in Southport. Boatbuilding and repairs also had a small presence.  
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Figure 5: Southport’s first cricket team c. 
1883, Photographer unknown 
Digital image held by Gold Coast City 
Council’s Local Studies Library, 
Southport.  

Not only was industry expanding 

in its breadth and depth, the 

infrastructure needed for growth 

was evolving rapidly and it was 

clear too that a developing Gold 

Coast community was becoming 

organised and had developed a 

level of complexity. The Gold 

Coast had already acquired the rudiments of a future city.  

The next eighty years would witness the substantial development of infrastructure across the Gold 

Coast and a rapid recognition of the coastal strip as a holiday destination. But it would also see 

extensive and severe economic turmoil, Australia’s formation as a federation and two world wars that 

would strip the Coast of many of its young, but which at the same time would open the region to 

international eyes and be the making of the new nation. 

Trains, Planes, Automobiles, Federation, Depressions and Wars: 

1884-1964 

Credibility of the South Coast as a holiday resort was lent considerable weight when, in February 

1884, Queensland’s Governor Sir Anthony Musgrave, visited Southport (TLW, 1884) and shortly 

after established a summer residence. The Governor’s residence would later become The Southport 

School’s “Summer House” (Matthews, 2000, p. 14), (Figure 6). As a result of that visit, Southport 

became the preferred resort for Brisbane’s élite, with many coming for weekends by steamer to rest, 

recoup and recreate on the usually calm shores of the Broadwater. In recognition, branches of the 

Bank of New South Wales and Queensland National Bank were opened at Southport in September 

1884 and in the following year Southport businessmen established the first lodge of the Manchester 

Unity Independent Order of Oddfellows (MUIOOF) (Longhurst, 1994). From 1886 there were weekly 

steamer visits from Brisbane to Southport’s Grand Hotel (Elliott, 1980) and by 1897 the steam launch 
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Southport was regularly carrying up to twenty five passengers from the State’s capital at a speedy 

seven to eight knots (Logan & Albert Bulletin LAB, 1897)11. 

Figure 6: The High School - Main 
Building c. 1900, originally the 
summer residence of Queensland 
Governors. Original image held by 
Gold Coast Local Studies Library, 
accession date 9/91; accession 
number LHP6475). 

By this time other parts of 

the future Gold Coast were 

also starting to emerge and 

on 15 February 1884, from 

its convict beginnings, the 

new township of 

Coolangatta was gazetted (albeit in error as 'Coolangabba') (Queensland Government Gazette, p. 400, 

cited by Longhurst, 1996, p. 53). Also in that year Robert Harrison established Coolangatta’s 

Commercial Hotel, offering “Superior fishing and boating” (TSQB, 1888a)12, while in August 'The 

Southern Queensland and Border Agricultural and Pastoral Association' and Nerang Turf Club were 

formed, the latter progressing to hold its first annual race meeting on New Year’s Day in 1885 

(Longhurst, 1994, 1996); a branch of the Bank of New South Wales soon followed. Also in that year, 

Mudgeeraba Sawmills opened and Johannes Frederich erected Burleigh’s first residence (Longhurst, 

1994). On 19th February the following year, Nerang Divisional Board held its first meeting at the 

Courthouse under Chairman W. J. Browne (Derrick, 1993). 

By the late 1800s the railway was in demand by those Brisbane’s citizens seeking to escape to the 

South Coast in relative comfort and for farmers to ship produce to and from Brisbane (Bishop, 1998). 

In 1885 the Brisbane to Beenleigh rail line was completed and on 13 Nov 1885 a road bridge over 

Tallebudgera Creek opened, making access from Southport to the Coast’s southern villages and 

Coolangatta much easier (Longhurst, 1996). Nerang held its first agricultural show on 30th September 

that year (Derrick, 1993). In 1886, Cobb & Co introduced first three times a week, then daily, coach 

services from Beenleigh to Murwillumbah (Longhurst, 1996), while the ‘Eagle Brewery’ opened at 

Southport to meet the needs of a rapidly growing tourist and residential trade (Longhurst, 1994). 

Johann Meyer's Main Beach Hotel opened in 1887 “on a beach unequalled for driving, riding and 

walking” (TSQB, 1888a, p. 1) in what was to become Surfers Paradise. McRobbie (1984b) has 

argued that this event was the start of Surfers Paradise’s ‘licentious’ period (a period that seems to 

                                                      
11 “Logan & Albert Bulletin”, hereafter LAB. 
12 “The Southern Queensland Bulletin”, hereafter TSQB. 
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have continued to this day). While licentiousness may have abounded on the coast, inland a 'Good 

Templars' lodge formed at Nerang in 1887.  

This year, however, also saw the start of a decline in the Coast’s timber industry, a situation 

undoubtedly not helped by the cessation of the dredging of Nerang Creek and the consequential 

prevention of steamboat communication from Nerang to Southport and Brisbane (TSQB, 1888b). By 

July 1888 a daily coach service had been established from Southport to Tweed Heads, which further 

enhanced access to the Coast’s southern beaches and towns (Longhurst, 1996), and Fowler's hotel 

'health resort' opened at Burleigh Heads (Longhurst, 1994). Sports too were growing: principally 

athletics at Nerang, Southport and Burleigh Heads; annual horse races at Nerang and Southport; and 

cricket, with teams from Southport, Nerang, Coomera and Gilston regularly competing with company 

teams, such as Dath Henderson & Co., and private teams such as the Lather family from Nerang 

(TSQB, 1888c).  

Despite the region’s resident population of only a few thousand, by 1888 Southport had five 

advertised hotels13 and Nerang had four14 (TSQB, 1888b); perhaps a testament to the region’s growing 

popularity with tourists from Brisbane (and the thirsty nature of the residents no doubt). Land 

development too was becoming an industry of note, evidenced by the auction of 293 one to thirty acre 

blocks at Bundall on 14th April 1888 and of 508 allotments in the ‘Domain Estate’, Southport, on 18th 

December of that year. However, there were as yet no cars and coach and horseback were the only 

land transport options from Brisbane. Still, the railway was expanding rapidly and on 15 July 1889, 

the southern line from Brisbane to Beenleigh was extended: first to Nerang, then later that year to 

Southport (Bishop, 1998; Longhurst, 1994, 1996), leading to the beginning of the end for the more 

expensive coastal steamer services to the town (Derrick, 1993). All looked good for the young 

economy, but troubled times lay ahead. 

The 1890s were difficult for the new colonies. Although the Great Depression was still some forty 

years away, 1890 began one the longest periods of economic depression and instability in Australia’s 

history and although it was worst in Victoria, Queensland’s South Coast was not spared. The 

preceding economic boom ended with the wholesale collapse of building companies, mortgage banks 

and other financial institutions during 1891 and 1892 and the collapse of the new nation’s banking 

system in 1893 (Attard, 2010). Collapsing world wheat, wool and, worst of all from the South Coast’s 

                                                      
13 Queen’s Arms Hotel, Nerang Street (F. Fass publican); The Woodlands Hotel, Labrador (C. A. Beetham 

publican); Imperial Hotel, Queen Street (R. Perry publican); Pacific Hotel, Esplanade (T. Hanlon publican); and 

The Southport Hotel (H. Fields publican). 
14 Queen’s Hotel, South Nerang (W. S. Kennedy publican); Royal Mail Hotel (L. Dell publican); Queen’s Arms 

Hotel, Gilston (H. C. Eggers publican); and Commercial Hotel (A. C. Wilson publican). 
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point of view at least, plummeting sugar prices, brought great hardship that led to many of the area’s 

sawmills closing between 1891 to 1893 and to the shutting of all banks in Queensland south of 

Beenleigh in 1893. The early 1890s also bore witness to the Shearers’ Strike, precursor to formation 

of the Australian Labor Party, and to calls to introduce the eight hour day to provide “… increased 

opportunity to our men and women for improvement and recreation” (TSQB, 1891, p. 4). As Hubbard 

noted at the time, “the ability of the many to buy makes business good. If men are out of work, 

naturally they are not purchasing anything save the bare necessities of life. We build only when 

prosperity flows” (Elbert Hubbard in Derrick, 1993, p. iv). Still, some irrepressible entrepreneurial 

souls continued to risk investment and in 1892 William Stephens established a small butter factory at 

Merrimac. Mudgeeraba Lower Provisional School also opened in that year (Longhurst, 1994, 1996). 

If depression had not been sufficient to dampen the entrepreneurial spirits of those on the Coast, 1895 

began the Federation Drought that would last until 1903. Although not the country’s longest 

drought 15 , it still had a devastating effect on primary production and on an emerging national 

economy still reeling from the depression of the first half of the decade and, at 2,921 days, it was the 

second longest in Australia’s recorded history (Romsey, 2012). In 1895, the Nerang Divisional Board 

relocated its meetings to Mudgeeraba (Derrick, 1993). 

Despite the economic hardships, Nerang Central Mill commenced sugar crushing and, on 10 Aug 

1896, a provisional school opened at Currumbin Valley. However, 1896 also saw destruction of the 

season’s orange crop by Orange Moths and the destruction of banana crops by frost (Longhurst, 

1994).  

Fire was a common threat to residential and commercial buildings at the time, due largely to a potent 

combination of oil filled lamps, candles and timber buildings and on 29th July 1897 Coolangatta’s 

popular Commercial Hotel burnt to the ground. Livestock movement to the south was blocked in 1898 

by a border fence built to prevent Boophitus microplus (cattle tick) spreading to New South Wales, 

even though the pest would not reach the region until 1902 (Longhurst, 1996). 

Bishop (1998, p. 49) described the period from 1889 to 1920 as “… a time of realization, change and 

the beginning of the Gold Coast phenomenon, a time when the railway was many things to many 

people.” But the dominant topic of the late 1880s was Australia’s federation (see, for example: TSQB, 

1888c). Following a series of favourable referenda in each of Australia’s six colonies in the 1890’s, 

the British Government passed the Commonwealth of Australia Constitution Act and on 9th July 1900 

Queen Victoria assented, thereby granting the six colonies of Australia the right to govern in their 

own right. On 1st January 1901, Australia became a nation (NAA, 2012) and The Honourable Edmund 
                                                      
15 According to Romsey (2012), “the drought periods of 1895–1903 (the so-called ‘Federation drought’), 1958–

68, 1982–83 and 1991–95 were the most devastating in terms of their extent and effects on primary production.” 
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Barton the new Commonwealth’s first Prime Minister. Queensland’s Governor of the time was Lord 

Lamington KCMG (TBC, 1901b). 

The Boer War started in 1899 and by 1900 the war was dominating the press (see for example, TBC, 

1900a). Before it ended in 1902, some sixteen thousand Australians would take part and 606 would 

perish in battle or from disease or by other means (AWM, 2013). Locally though, and despite 

persistence of the Federation Drought, the new states were pushing ahead with the development of 

key road and rail infrastructure. By this time, Australia’s population had reached slightly less than 3.8 

million and that of Queensland 668,497 (TBC, 1901b), while Gold Coast’s population was estimated 

to have been just 3,203 (OESR, 2013).  

In March 1901 work commenced on the Nerang-Tweed Heads rail extension (Longhurst, 1994), 

further opening the South Coast to growth in travellers and trade to and from Brisbane. Southport 

High School16 also opened in that year (OSA, 2012) and sugarcane was railed for the first time from 

Currumbin Valley to Nerang’s central mill (Longhurst, 1996). The predicted arrival of rail access 

from Brisbane to the border towns saw a flourish of activity to develop accommodation venues in the 

area and in 1901 Dennis Hartigan opened Coolangatta’s Federal Hotel. The following year the 

Nucleus Hotel opened, also in Coolangatta, and Well's Family Hotel opened in Tweed Heads. On 12 

Sep 1903, after a four hour journey of 69 miles, the first Brisbane train arrived at Tweed Heads 

(Longhurst, 1996; Queenslander, 1911).  

The year of 1903 also saw widespread rains and breaking of the Federation Drought (Romsey, 2012). 

However, another event, thousands of miles from Queensland’s south coast would ultimately benefit 

the Gold Coast much more than the desperately needed rain. On 17th December 1903, at Kitty Hawk 

in North Carolina, brothers Orville and Wilbur Wright successfully flew the first petrol driven aircraft 

(PBS, 2012). The seed of rapid international and national tourism and trade was sown, although it 

would be some fifty years before Bernie Elsey would introduce the Gold Coast’s first regular 

passenger flights, a flying boat service from Sydney to the Broadwater (McRobbie, 1984b). 

Sand mining began on the beaches between Currumbin and Coolangatta Creeks in 1904 and the area 

experienced a mini mining boom. Significant land holdings were auctioned off in Currumbin and 

Tallebudgera for dairying (Lee, 1925, p. 3)17 and in West Burleigh (then ‘Booningba’) for residential 

development. On 16 Sep 1904, Coolangatta’s Nucleus Hotel was destroyed by fire (Longhurst, 1996). 

                                                      
16  In 1913, Southport High School was renamed “The Southport School” following its acquisition by the 

Anglican Archdiocese.  
17 Tweed Herald and Brunswick Chronicle, henceforth TH&BC. 
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The first motorcar was seen on the Gold Coast at Tallebudgera in 1905. An internal combustion 

engine driven De Dion Bouton (TBC, 1932), it was the precursor of the many hundreds of thousands 

of road-based vehicles that would one day be driven daily in the region. Also in that year Greenmount 

Guesthouse house opened and the New South Wales Government commissioned construction of an 

extended tick fence along its border with Queensland. By this time, Tallebudgera was losing the 

population battle with Coolangatta, due mainly to the direct rail access afforded to the coastal town 

and on the 26th February 1906, the village’s police station and court house were relocated to 

Coolangatta. Later that year, Currumbin Creek Progress Association was formed and, following 

persistent lobbying of State politicians, a rail siding was opened at Currumbin in 1908 to enable fresh 

cream to be shipped from the valley’s dairies to Murwillumbah (Longhurst, 1994, 1996). Also in 

1906, Queensland’s Parliament passed a State Forest and National Parks Bill, and in 1908, the state’s 

first National Park, in the hinterland at Witches Falls on Tamborine Mountain, was declared (NPRSR, 

2012). 

On 29th January 1909, State School, Currumbin Lower, opened (the name was changed to Currumbin 

State School in 1916) (Smith, Staatz, Neumann, Dixon, & Tyrrell, 1969). Later in the year a new 

police station was erected at Tallebudgera and Tweed Heads Surf & Lifesaving Club formed 

(Longhurst, 1996). By 1910, the area south of Currumbin Creek was starting to develop and on 13th 

October 1910 Tugun was named. Later that year, the Hotel Nicoll opened overlooking Currumbin 

Creek and Coolangatta Progress Association also formed, while the South Coast’s timber industry 

experienced somewhat of a rebirth following improved road access to the forests of Numinbah Valley, 

Beechmont and Springbrook (Longhurst 1994). In 1911, a new butter factory opened at Tweed Heads 

and George Gordon (26 Nov) and John Gardiner (30 Dec) opened Coolangatta’s first two stores 

(Longhurst, 1996).  

By the end of 1912 Queensland’s population had grown to 636,425 (Queensland, 1913), while the 

Gold Coast’s population was now 6,871, of which 1,658 resided in Southport, 312 lived in Nerang 

and just 160 resided in Coolangatta (OESR, 2013; Yates & Jones, 1913), with the balance scattered 

across the district. Southport had benefitted from being fifty miles and a two hours fifteen minutes to 

three hour train trip from Brisbane (The Brisbane Courier, henceforth TBC, 1900b, p. 8; 1901a), but 

was still seen as one of Brisbane’s “charming seaside resorts”, rather than as a city or an important 

town (Queensland, 1913, p. 32). Nonetheless, the northern end of the Coast now boasted twenty 

hotels, thirteen of which were in the Nerang District and seven of which were in the Southport District 

(Yates & Jones, 1913), that could be reached in under three hours for as little as four shillings return 

from Brisbane (Pugh, 1903). Yates and Jones (1913) reported that by then there was no timber mill of 

any note left in the district and that much of the land had been cleared and was under cultivation. 
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The decade and a half following Federation saw substantial growth in the Australian economy. By 

1912, mining was the nation’s key industry, while dairying, agriculture, sugar and banana growing 

were dominant industries on Queensland’s South Coast. New industries and brands started to appear. 

Some, such as Pears Soap, Michelin Tyres, Dunlop, Arnott’s Arrowroot Biscuits, Lux, Bovril and 

Sanitarium Health Foods (Queenslander, 1912), would survive until the present day. This period also 

witnessed the emergence of pharmaceutical and cosmetic industries, with brands such as Beecham’s 

Pills, Peters’ Pile Cures and Beetham’s La-rola (“for keeping the skin soft, smooth and white”) 

(Queenslander, 1912, p. 1). It was a time of welcomed migration and national growth aspirations, 

when stopping the boats was furthest from the minds of considered politicians and the community, 

and as a time for the BSA Motor Bicycle, for singing around a Paling’s or Beale piano and for the 

growth of women’s fashion. It was also a time for exploring and questioning the roles of women in 

the state (Queenslander, 1912).  

In 1913 the Hotel Grande opened in Coolangatta. The Grande would eventually provide generated 

electricity to Coolangatta homes until 1918. Also in that year, Coolangatta Progress Association was 

renamed Coolangatta Ratepayers’ Association. The association was an active lobby group for 

Coolangatta to become a separate municipality and was strongly supported by Nerang Councillor and 

owner of the Greenmount Guesthouse, Patrick Fagan (Russell, 2000). The year also saw sanitation 

services supplied to Coolangatta, much to the relief of holidaymakers to the town (Longhurst, 1996). 

Progress was spreading along the Coast and in 1913 a telegraph and post office opened at Burleigh 

Heads (Longhurst, 1994). Fagan’s lobbying eventually bore fruit when, on 16th February 1914, 

Coolangatta Municipality was created (Derrick, 1993). Four months later, on 12th June, the Town of 

Coolangatta Council was proclaimed (GCCC, 2012). However, the world at this time was in crisis 

and on 5th August 1914 World War 1 began when Great Britain (and her dominions) declared war on 

Germany (AWM, 2012)18 following the assassination on 28th June of Austro-Hungarian empire’s heir 

apparent, Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife, by Serbian separatists. Preoccupation with the war 

and a diversion of state and Commonwealth funds to the war effort meant that few government 

infrastructure projects were initiated from 1914 until the war’s end on 11th November, 1918. To keep 

roads usable during that time, the Automobile Club offered early in 1916 to subsidise road 

improvements. Another milestone for the Coast and for Queensland around that time was the 

proclamation of the state’s second national park, Lamington National Park. The park was named after 

Queensland Governor, Lord Lamington in 1915, and followed efforts over thirty five years by local 

                                                      
18 World War 1 would ultimately result in the deaths of 61,512 Australian military personnel and the wounding 

of another 155,000: in all, almost one in fifteen of the white male population of Australia at the time and sixty 

five per cent of the 331,781 who embarked from Australia to take part in ‘the war to end all wars’ (AWM 2012). 
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grazier Robert Collins, who unfortunately died in 1913, and Canungra dairy farmer Romeo Lahey 

(NPRSR, 2012).  
Figure 7: Steam train with passengers waiting at 
Mudgeeraba Railway Station, c. 1916, 
Queensland. Photographer unknown. Held at 
Local Studies Library, Gold Coast City Council.  

The war was nearing its end and in 1918 

the Coolangatta Electric Supply 

Company was established and a cheese 

factory constructed at Worongary, 

although 1918 also witnessed the 

closing of Nerang’s sugar mill 

(Longhurst, 1994, 1996). Sugarcane 

growing had become a mainstay by this time, but dairy was taking its place (Fox, 1919). However, a 

major setback to the South Coast’s economy followed early in 1919 when a pneumonic influenza 

epidemic closed the Queensland-NSW border for six months (Longhurst, 1996), an impact 

exacerbated by a global post-war depression in 1920 (Kuehn, 2011).  

Despite its problems, Coolangatta at that time was described by one devotee as “perhaps the most 

pleasant watering-place within easy rail journey from Brisbane” (Fox, 1919, p. 814), while both 

shooting and fishing were described as “plentiful at Southport” (Fox, 1919, p. 815), a town that by 

1919 had grown to an estimated population of two thousand and become Queensland’s main tourist 

destination (Fox, 1919).  

Although Southport and Coolangatta had been developing both as townships and as holiday 

destinations, Surfers Paradise (then still ‘Elston’) still had no tourist accommodation. The first was to 

be a camping ground, established by Toowoomba resident Jack O’May, on a five acre block on what 

later would be the site of Surfers Paradise’s Chevron Hotel in Ferny Avenue. O’May also established 

a general store on the site and grew pineapples and later opened a post office and added a public 

telephone (McRobbie, 1984a). Also in 1919, Mick O’Reilly was appointed to oversee Lamington 

National Park (O'Reilly's, 2013). 

By 1920, life in Australia was beginning to return to some level of normality. The ‘war to end all 

wars’ had passed and despite its terrible costs, Australians were once again starting to relax and enjoy 

an occasional holiday. The motor car was becoming a popular form of transport, new businesses were 

developing to support growth (Figure 8) and a cooperative approach was taken by neighbouring 

Southport, Nerang and Coolangatta councils to build a coastal road (Longhurst, 1994).  
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Figure 8: Southport Motor Works, the 
first garage in Southport, located in 
Garden Street, Queensland, c. 1920. 
Photographer unknown. Held at Local 
Studies Library, Gold Coast City 
Council. 

The war too had been a fillip for 

flyers, with the military having 

trained many daring young pilots, 

while aircraft design and 

production had been in full swing. 

Those pilots had by 1920 

demobilised and passenger flight was slowing emerging as a new and preferred method of transport 

over distance. On the 26th May 1920 an aeroplane was seen for the first time over Coolangatta 

(Longhurst, 1996). Regular passenger services throughout Queensland and the Northern Territory 

were just two years away, when Queensland and Northern Territory Air Service (Qantas) would start 

Australia’s first regular mail and passenger service from Charleville to Cloncurry (Qantas, 2013). 

The ‘Roaring Twenties’ saw many social and economic changes on the South Coast. In 1921, Nestlés 

and Anglo-Swiss Condensed Milk Company acquired a principal stake in Standard Milk Company 

and three other companies to build a dairy factory at Nerang (Longhurst, 1994) and in 1922 the Palm 

Beach Company commenced its development of Palm Beach. Coolangatta and fire continued their 

relationship and on 22nd November 1923, fire destroyed Coolangatta Power House and other 

buildings, an event that resulted in Coolangatta being blacked out until September 1924: 1924 also 

saw Coolangatta’s Capitol Theatre constructed and opened (Longhurst, 1996). 

In August 1925, the Jubilee Bridge linking Southport with Main Beach was officially opened (Figure 9) 

and on 26th November, Jim Cavill, who had arrived on the coast in 1923, opened the Surfers Paradise 

Hotel and Zoo (Figure 10) at Elston on 26th November 1925 and established a local surf lifesaving 

club. Cavill’s hotel lasted until 6 July 1936, when it burnt down, but it was rebuilt and opened again 

on 24th September 1937. Also in 1925 the Tallebudgera Creek Bridge between Burleigh Heads and 

Palm Beach was constructed, but farmers continued to suffer the perils of their industry in the sub-

tropics when an outbreak of 'Bunchy top' almost wiped out the region's banana crops (Longhurst, 

1994; McRobbie, 1984a). 
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Figure 9 (left): Jubilee Bridge, Southport c. 1930. 
Photographer unknown. Held at Local Studies 
Library, Gold Coast City Council. Copyright held 
by Gold Coast City Council. 

Figure 10 (below): Surfers Paradise Hotel and 
Zoo c. 1930. Photographer unknown. Copyright 
held by Gold Coast City Council. 

The initial Palm Beach Hotel was 

erected in 1926 and on the 16th October 

Currumbin Creek Bridge opened, further 

removing barriers to north-south traffic. On 

26th December, St Augustine’s Roman 

Catholic Church, Coolangatta was 

consecrated on its current McLean Street 

site (Longhurst, 1996). Also of significance 

in 1926 was the opening of O’Reilly’s 

Guesthouse on the Lamington Plateau (O'Reilly's, 2013). 

Nerang Council’s first Shire Engineer, T. E. Peters, was appointed in 1928 and in response to the 

public’s growing fascination with the motor car, by-laws were introduced to determine the placement 

of petrol bowsers (Longhurst, 1994) and the Pacific Highway was bituminised (Longhurst, 1996). 

Numerous road works and bridges were constructed throughout Nerang Shire in 1929 and Palm 

Beach Progress Association also formed that year, partly in response to an already high 

unemployment rate. But, once again troubled times lay ahead and on 29th October, US stock prices 

dropped 23%; an event that heralded the start of the Great Depression. Over the course of next two 

and half years, US stock prices fell 89% and one in four US workers became unemployed. In 

Australia, the impact was worse still and at its peak almost one in three Australian workers would find 

themselves unemployed. 

Key triggering factors for The Great Depression included falls in export prices and sales and reduced 

foreign investment that led to a reduction in government capital spending and a fall in residential 

construction, themes that perhaps have some resonance today. In the late 1920’s and early 1930’s, 

privately owned banks controlled Australia's monetary policy and the country relied heavily on 

borrowing money from other countries to bring in new investment. When the banks refused to extend 

overdrafts to Australia, the government began selling off gold reserves (Australia, 2009). 

https://gcccopac.sirsidynix.net.au/rights.html
https://gcccopac.sirsidynix.net.au/rights.html
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By the end of 1930 Queensland had a population of 502,578 people and there were 32,361 motor 

vehicles registered in the state (TSCB, 1931c). However, the Great Depression was at its peak and 

many Gold Coast residents were unemployed. The Depression spurred on governments to boost 

capital expenditure to protect employment and Gold Coast infrastructure development continued 

throughout 1930 to 1932. Electricity was extended from Coolangatta to Burleigh Heads in 1930, from 

Southport to Surfers Paradise in 1931 and to Nerang in 1932. Burleigh also benefitted in 1930 from “a 

modern bitumen road through the town area” and from “the construction of two concrete 

conveniences … on the beachfront” (TSCB, 1931h, p. 8). Southport too benefitted at that time, from 

the construction of new footpaths, roads and parking space to improve the town’s “shop window” 

(TSCB, 1931h, p. 2), while new bridges were constructed over the Logan and Coomera rivers 

(Longhurst, 1994; TSCB, 1931e). Also in 1931, the South Coast Road was renamed 'Pacific Highway' 

(TSCB, 1931b) and a new police station was erected at Burleigh Heads (TSCB, 1931g). 

For the Gold Coast, 1931 had started happily enough, greeted by the headline “Happy Holiday 

Makers Throng Southport’s Attractive Beach – Record Crowds – Joyful Gatherings – Hail The 

Festive Season” (TSCB, 1931b, p. 1), but economic times remained difficult and weather again would 

play its part early in the year, with record cyclonic activity and flooding along the south coast and into 

northern New South Wales.  

On 16th January 1931, Prime Minister Scullin stated that the “The first responsibility of the nation was 

to see that nobody went hungry, and that means be found to provide everyone with the right and 

opportunity to work” (TSCB, 1931d, p. 1). Nerang Shire was placing emphasis on employing local 

unemployed (TSCB, 1931b). The Federal Unemployment Relief Scheme commenced and the State 

Government introduced an Intermittent Relief Scheme to sustain 'equitable employment' and to find 

work for 'married men in the Shire' (Longhurst, 1994, p. 196). The Federal Government also placed “a 

ban on all foreign nationals entering Australia … in view of the unprecedented unemployment” 

(TSCB, 1931b, p. 5)19 and reduced the Federal Basic Wage by ten per cent (TSCB, 1931a).  

A brief bright spot was the landing in late January 1931 by noted aviator, Flight Lieutenant W. C. Hill 

who, after flying from England to Australia in an unsuccessful record attempt, landed to great fanfare 

on the Southport golf links and promptly called for a town the size of Southport to “have a good 

permanent aerodrome” (TSCB, 1931f, p. 4). Unrelated, the following year Surfers Paradise State 

School was established (McRobbie, 1991b). 

Fire continued to play its part when, on 1st June 1930, the Hotel Coolangatta was destroyed by fire 

and on 13th June 1931 its competitor, the Hotel Grande, also burnt to the ground. However, by 1933 

the tourist market was starting to recover and the Grande was then rebuilt and opened, targeting the 
                                                      
19 “The South Coast Bulletin, which incorporates the Logan & Albert Bulletin”, hereinafter TSCB. 
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‘affluent southern winter’ tourist (Longhurst, 1996, p. 164). Also in 1933, the Queensland 

Government proposed £30,000 for the Banana Settlement Scheme to resettle “… about 50 persons on 

banana cultivations on the South Coast” (TBC, 1932, p. 11), while a tourism flagship, Coolangatta 

Jazzland, opened and ‘Elston’, or ‘Meyer’s Ferry’, was renamed Surfers Paradise. On 27th December 

that year, Flat Rock Creek Bridge at Tugun opened (Longhurst, 1994; McRobbie, 1984a).  

Electricity was extended to West Burleigh in 1934 and in 1935 reticulated water was pumped for the 

first time from Coolangatta and Tallebudgera Creek to Burleigh Heads. This resulted in a local 

property boom. Burleigh Heads State School was also established in that year. Another important step 

for the future development of Gold Coast tourism came in 1936 when Coolangatta airport, then 

known as Bilinga Aerodrome, was established as an emergency landing site (GCA, 2012). At about 

the same time, a milk bottling plant opened in Southport for the South Coast Dairy Company and in 

November 1936, electricity supply was extended to Mudgeeraba (Longhurst, 1994).  

In 1937 the Gold Coast’s third national park, Warrie National Park (now part of Springbrook 

National Park) was declared and eventually opened to the public in 1939 (Longhurst, 1994; NPRSR, 

2012). Commercial flights also commenced from Bilinga Aerodrome that year (GCA, 2012), 

eventually opening up the southern Gold Coast to tourists from throughout Queensland and New 

South Wales. Also in 1937, Bill Rankin launched a pioneering experiment to dredge and pump vast 

quantities of sand from the Nerang River into mangrove areas behind the beach, destroying significant 

marine breeding grounds (Fitzgerald, 1984). However, the shadows of war again hung over Europe 

and on 3rd September, 1939, Great Britain and its dominions, including Australia, were once more at 

war with Germany. In June 1939, the Nerang Show Society suspended its annual shows for the war’s 

duration (Longhurst, 1994). 

On 7th December 1941 Japan attacked the United States’ naval base at Pearl Harbour and America 

joined the war. In the next year, General Douglas Macarthur established his headquarters in Brisbane 

and American service personnel arrived in the South Coast area and established several Allied camps 

at Canungra, Beenleigh, Jimboomba, Tamborine, Beaudesert and Southport, plus radar stations at 

Benowa and Coolangatta (Charlton, 1991; Longhurst, 1994). For the first time, the Gold Coast’s 

beaches and hinterland were exposed to visitors from overseas.  

The early war years was a time of Austerity Bonds and commodities rationing. While demand for a 

wide range of precious metals, especially rutile and zircon, led to a renewal of sand mining in 1942 

and to the discovery of high quality bauxite on Tamborine Mountain in 1943 (TSCB, 1943a), the 

Gold Coast’s economy was stressed through this time, evidenced by the forced sale of 102 properties 

by Nerang Shire Council for rates arrears on 12th September 1942 (TSCB, 1942b) and of a further 158 

properties by Southport Town Council on 15 June in the following year (TSCB, 1943b, pp. 5-9). In 
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September 1942, sugar rationing was introduced (TSCB, 1942c) and the rationing of clothing and 

materials followed (TSCB, 1942a).  

By 1942 team sports, like cricket and football, had been confined largely to schools and more 

individual sports, such as golf and bowls, had come to the fore. Leading Southport retailers of the 

time included draper and mercer Fred Ellis, Allison’s clothing and millenary shop, C. W. Tyley’s 

Shoe Store and BCC, perhaps the region’s first mixed supermarket. Construction activity focussed on 

defence activities, such as the building of aerodromes, while the Country Women’s Association 

(CWA) concentrated on creating camouflage netting as its contribution to the war effort (TSCB, 

1942a). New industries, such as Percy Shaw’s radio services, also started to emerge at this time 

(TSCB, 1942b). 

A national election on 21st August 1943 re-elected the Curtin Government (TSCB, 1943c). As the war 

progressed, increased commercial activity, resulting to a large extent from Allied soldiers taking rest 

and recreation leave in the regions, prompted some economic relief and revitalisation from 1943 to 

1945 of various of the region’s progress associations (Longhurst, 1994; Mullins, 1995).20 One side 

effect of this ‘invasion’ by Allied forces and of returning Australian troops was a significant increase 

in the incidence of venereal diseases, which provoked a public health education program by the State 

Health Department in mid-1943 (TSCB, 1943b, p. 5).  

By the later war years, popular entertainment on the South Coast had diversified from the early years’ 

of hunting, fishing, boating and bathing. Boxing and wrestling tournaments were regularly promoted. 

One notable event, on Armistice Day in 1943, saw the promotion by Woolworths’ of a staff boxing 

tournament at Southport’s Diggers Hall to raise funds for the Red Cross Action Drive (TSCB, 1943b). 

It would seem workplace health and safety was some way off. 

The movie industry had been growing rapidly in Australia and in the United States since the early 

1900s. One undoubtedly exciting event for the locals was the opening on 16th June 1944 of the 

Coast’s first specialist movie theatre, the Paradise Theatre, which launched with a first release, in 

Technicolor, of Betty Grable and John Payne’s “Springtime in the Rockies” (TSCB, 1944a, p. 1). 

Opening of the Savoy and Pier theatres soon followed in Southport, while the Delux Theatre opened 

at Burleigh (TSCB, 1944a). Meanwhile, the banana crop continued to be plagued in many areas by 

Bunchy Top and there was a call by producers for the Banana Board to be abolished and for banana 

disease control to be reorganised (TSCB, 1944b, p. 1). 

                                                      
20 Mullins (1995) found that the Gold Coast’s Progress Associations reached their peak in the late 1950s, but by 

the late 1960s they had become largely irrelevant as a force for change. 
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On 8th May 1945 Germany surrendered to the Allies and on 14th August 1945, Japan also surrendered; 

the Second World War had finally ended. 21  There was a sense of returning to normal as 

demobilisation followed and demand for travel for commercial and leisure purposes increased rapidly. 

In October 1945, “Nerang’s 49th show set new attendance records” (TSCB, 1945, p. 1) and the 

Mudgeeraba Fete, Southport Show, flower shows and team sports all regained their prominence. In 

1947 regular passenger air services commenced from Coolangatta. Also at that time, South Coast 

Dairy Company was acquired by local dairy producers as a cooperative (Longhurst, 1994). It was also 

in 1947 that Currumbin property owner Alex Griffiths started feeding birds on his property to protect 

his flower crops, a practice that would lead eventually to the formation of Currumbin Wildlife 

Sanctuary (CWS, 2012). 

In 1948 the Town of ‘South Coast’, including the coast region, Burleigh Heads and the former 

Coolangatta Council, was proclaimed (GCCC, 2012) and in June 1949, Albert Shire formed as a 

composite of the balance of Nerang Shire, Southport, Logan and Beenleigh. The new Albert Shire 

Council was headquartered at Southport (Longhurst, 1994). 

The Governor, His Excellency Sir John Dudley Lavarace KCMG opened the 45th Southport Show on 

1st September 1950 to record crowds (SCB, 1950a, p. 1). Australia was entering a time of prosperity 

and an age of post-war consumerism. By the end of 1950, an increasing range of motor vehicles had 

become readily available up and down the Coast. An English made Ford Prefect could be bought for 

just £618 (‘on road’) from Earl Motors of Southport and Nerang (SCB, 1950a, p. 20). Also at that 

time a soon to be icon of the Australia motor industry, Holden, made its first appearance at Southport 

dealer, South Coast Motor Co. Numerous other brands, many from the US and Europe, also made an 

appearance. Brands such as Dodge, Chrysler and Plymouth from the US, Peugeot from Europe and 

the Vanguard and fabulously named Jowett Javelin De Luxe sedan from Britain were launched onto 

the market, while Jubilee Motors sold British made Austin Loadstar trucks from its Main Beach and 

Southport dealerships. “A problem for thoughtful mothers” in 1950 was the pervasive influence of 

comics on our children (SCB, 1950c, p. 24). Consumer products and packaged foods also hit the Gold 

Coast’s markets, through retailers like Southport’s BCC Stores. Brands such as Wheetbix (1s/3½d), 

Vegemite (10½d for a 2oz jar), Kraft Cheese (11½d for 8oz) and Holbrook’s Sauce (2s/6d) would 

soon become household names (SCB, 1950c, pp. 6, 15, 22).  

The popularity of the US movie was prominent with theatres spread up and down the coast from 

Southport to Coolangatta. Crowds packed into theatres such as the Savoy, Regent, Pier, Paradise and 

                                                      
21 Between 3rd September 1939 and 14th August 1945, more than 63 million people, approximately 2.5% of the 

world’s population at the time, died as a result of the war. Of those, some 39,649 were Australians, bringing to 

101,161 the total number of Australians killed in the two wars (AWM 2012). 
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De Luxe to watch emerging stars of the likes of Katherine Hepburn and Robert Taylor in 

Undercurrent, June Allyson and Robert Walker in The Sailor Takes a Wife, Gene Kelly and Frank 

Sinatra in On the Town, Alan Ladd in The Great Gatsby and George Montgommery and Ellen Drew 

in Davy Crockett Indian Scout. Stand-alone restaurants though were only just starting to appear, one 

of the first in the region being Theordore’s at Southport. 

Sport too was once more gaining in popularity. Cricket, swimming, golf, shooting, bowls, surf 

lifesaving, fishing and tennis all featured prominently on the Gold Coast in the early Fifties, and fed 

the emergence of sports retail outlets like Hooks Sports Depot in Nerang Street, Southport (SCB, 

1950a) while in 1950, the Southport and District Cricket Association formed an Umpires Association. 

Nerang held its 54th Show in October 1950 and in preparation for planned celebrations of Australia’s 

Jubilee Year, the South Coast Chamber of Commerce formed a committee to boost the number of 

tourists to the area, calling for more “modern accommodation” (SCB, 1950b, p. 15). The iconic ‘ute’ 

also made an appearance in 1950, in the form of a Ford Prefect Utility. There were calls too by the 

end of that year for a general hospital to serve the growing needs of the South Coast. In December 

1950, the South Coast had a population of 13,340 and Albert Shire a population of 7,610. 

Beaudesert’s population by that time was 9,330 (SCB, 1951c).  

The beginnings of 1951, Australia’s Jubilee Year, saw serious erosion of sea-board homes along the 

coast, with the full force of the summer storms being felt at the southern end. Sand mining was 

blamed by many as a major contributor to the erosion, although this was strongly denied by 

government ministers and mining companies (SCB, 1951b). Meanwhile, the Nerang, Numimbah and 

Natural Bridge roads were all bitumined and in March 1951, South Coast Rugby League announced 

the establishment of a new six club, fourteen team competition. Estimated cost of a new Olympic 

swimming pool for Southport at the time was £34,485 (SCB, 1951a). Just prior to Christmas that year, 

Jack Evans positioned the Gold Coast’s first shark netting off Kirra (TSCB, 1951). 

Wartime building restrictions were lifted in 1952 and land speculation flourished (Fitzgerald, 1984). 

Southport Maternity Hospital was officially opened in January and planning commenced for general 

hospital (TSCB, 1952b). On 6th February King George VI died and the then twenty-five year old 

Queen Elizabeth II became sovereign and leader of the British Commonwealth.  

Founder of Surfers Paradise, Vale ‘Jim’ Cavill died in March 1952 aged ninety (TSCB, 1952c). He 

might have been amazed when later that year Surfers Paradise became world news with the modelling 

by Ann Ferguson of Paula Stafford’s ‘Bikini’. Two months later, at the local government elections 

held on 31st May 1952 Leonard Peak was returned as Mayor of the Town of South Coast and Alex 

Clark as Albert Shire’s Chairman (TSCB, 1952d).  
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In late July, Southport, and seemingly at the encouragement of representative of Ansett Flying Boat 

Services, Bernie Elsey (McRobbie, 1984a), welcomed the arrival of the first official run by a Catalina 

Flying Boat en route to Sydney from Brisbane (TSCB, 1952a). Shortly after, Qantas Empire Airways 

introduced a regular flying boat service from Sydney to the Broadwater (Figure 6). At Easter of that 

year, a future icon of the Gold Coast, Fleay's Fauna Reserve, opened at Burleigh (Fleays-Thomson 

2008 in Kijas, 2008).  

Figure 11: Qantas Empire Airways 
seaplane "Coolangatta", on the 
Broadwater, Gold Coast, circa 1950s 
Photographer unknown. Image held by 
Gold Coast City Council’s Local 
Studies Library, Southport. 

Direct flights from Coolangatta 

to Sydney commenced in 1956 

(GCA, 2012) and in September 

1957, Stanley Korman 

purchased the Surfers Paradise 

Hotel from Elsie Cavill (Jones, 

1986). Lennon’s Broadbeach 

Hotel also opened in that year 

(GCCC, 2012). 

On 23rd October 1958 the South Coast Town Council adopted the name 'Gold Coast Town Council' 

(GCCC, 2012), although it would be another year before the ‘City of Gold Coast’ would be 

recognised by the government of Queensland. The Chevron Hotel had opened in Surfers Paradise in 

June of that year (Goldcoast.com, 2009; Jones, 1986). The year 1958 also saw Bruce Small (later Sir 

Bruce Small) move to the Gold Coast and development of the Isle of Capri, Sorrento, Benowa and 

Cyprus Gardens followed (Jones, 1986). 

Although Rankin had trialled canal development before the war, the era of canal estates for the Gold 

Coast was first planned by Dr Karl Langer and developed by Alfred Grant in 1958 for the Rio Vista 

and Miami Keys estates. This year also witnessed the birth of high rise on the Gold Coast, with the 

construction of Stanley Korman's 'Kinkabool' (Jones, 1986; Figure 12).22 

  

                                                      
22 “Kinkabool” was designed by John M. Morton and constructed by John D. Booker. However, before its 

opening in 1959 the property was purchased by Stanhill Consolidated Limited, a company chaired and 

controlled by Stanley Korman (Rickard, 2013). 
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Figure 12: Kinkabool resort c. 1960s. Photographer 
unknown. Held at Local Studies Library, Gold Coast 
City Council. Copyright held by Gold Coast City 
Council. 

However, in 1961 a nationwide credit 

squeeze hit the Gold Coast particularly hard 

and the Korman empire along with several 

other speculative businesses collapsed 

(Jones, 1986). Undaunted, Jack Evans 

established a marine park and porpoise pool 

at the mouth of the Tweed River, just as the 

Nerang to Tweed Heads rail services closed. 

Nonetheless, Evan’s business thrived for 

more than a decade until, in 1975, it was 

eventually sold to Keith Williams. In 1962, 

the Little Nerang Dam was completed to 

service the region (Goldcoast.com, 2009). 

Unrelated to happenings on the Gold Coast, 

Harry Triguboff’s Meriton Properties was 

established in Sydney in 1963. Later, it would become a major developer of residential high rise 

buildings on the Gold Coast and in Brisbane. Also unrelated was the assassination of President John F 

Kennedy, an event that would scar the memories and attitudes of the World’s ‘Baby Boomers’. 

Seemingly in response to ‘economic and political influence of the motor vehicle’ (Longhurst, 1994, p. 

55), but in a somewhat incredible display of absent foresight and perhaps cronyism, on 1st July 1964 

Queensland’s Bjelke-Petersen Government closed the last south coast rail service from Beenleigh to 

Southport and ripped up the track (Figure 13) (Bishop, 1998; Goldcoast.com, 2009). Just twelve years 

later, the Government, still with Bjelke-Petersen as Premier, commissioned a feasibility study into the 

development of a new rail service to the Gold Coast and on 8th June 1983, just nineteen years after the 

original line’s closure, it announced the proposed construction of a new Brisbane to Gold Coast rail 

link (Bishop, 1998). That line now extends to Reedy Creek and is proposed to extend eventually to 

Coolangatta and to include a $1.25 billion light rail connection from a yet to be constructed Parkwood 

Station via Southport and Surfers Paradise to Broadbeach (GCCC, 2011). 

https://gcccopac.sirsidynix.net.au/rights.html
https://gcccopac.sirsidynix.net.au/rights.html
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Figure 13: Last steam train to Southport, Queensland, 
1964. Photographer unknown. Held at Local Studies 
Library, Gold Coast City Council. 

The Tourism Boom; and Bust: 

1965 to 1983 

The credit squeeze of 1961 passed and the 

mid-1960s heralded the start of a forty year 

period of sustained tourism growth that 

would see the Gold Coast become Australia’s 

premier holiday location outside Sydney. An 

icon of the City, the Gold Coast Meter Maid 

service started on 7th April 1965 from an idea 

that emanated from the Surfers Paradise 

Progress Association. In the next year, the 

first Australian Iron Man competition was 

held at Coolangatta Beach (Goldcoast.com, 

2009).  

Tourism and development had become the City’s main ‘industries’: each spurring the other to greater 

heights. A product of that symbiotic relationship saw the construction in 1967 of the Iluka and Apollo 

resorts; the first twenty story building on the Gold Coast. Another icon, the Pink Poodle Motel, 

opened in December of that year and in 1968 Gold Coast Turf Club was established. An important 

and subsequently influential political event of 1967 was the election of Bruce Small (later Sir Bruce) 

to the mayoralty (Goldcoast.com, 2009; Jones, 1986), an electoral outcome that heralded the start of 

period of significant economic growth. 

The early 1970s was a period of continuous growth and patronage for the burghers of the Gold Coast. 

In 1970 Keith Williams established a marine park, Marineland, on fifty acres of Crown land at The 

Spit. He then renamed it Seaworld just two years later (Goldcoast.com, 2009). The seeds of future 

growth were also being sown when in 1974 Gordon and Rena Merchant relocated Billabong from 

their garage to Burleigh Heads. By the late 1990s, it would become one of the Gold Coast’s and 

Queensland’s most successful entrepreneurial ventures (Billabong, 2009). Later that year, on 19th 

October, Prince Charles attended a Surf Carnival at Coolangatta Beach (Courier Mail, 1974).  

However, the long development boom of the 1960’s and early 1970s came to an abrupt halt in the last 

quarter of 1974 and first quarter of 1975 with the return of economic recession. Nevertheless, 

government sponsored capital works continued and in 1975 the first stage of the Hinze Dam opened, 
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while in the following year Gold Coast City Council’s new headquarters was completed at Evandale 

(Goldcoast.com, 2009). 

The 70’s recession was short-lived and the property boom returned following a significant boost to 

population growth triggered by the Bjelke-Petersen government’s abolition of Death Duties in 

Queensland in 1977; a precursor to a later description of the Gold Coast as ‘God’s waiting Room’ 

(Jones, 1986, p. 41). The second stage of the Hinze Dam opened on 11th June 1977 and on 24th August 

that year Pacific Fair Shopping Centre opened at Broadbeach. 

At its meeting in March 1978, the Queensland Government resolved to dissolve the Gold Coast 

Council and to legislate that future Mayors be elected from among Council members. The decision 

followed an investigation by Sir Arnold Bennett QC into a series of decisions by the Council. From 

the advice provided to Cabinet, “… deep divisions had developed within the Council, the Mayor, Sir 

Bruce Small, did not command a majority, and personal animosity had ravished proceedings in the 

chamber and the conduct of business had become difficult. However, nothing illegal could be proved” 

(Solomon, 1978, p. 7). Cabinet resolved later that an administrator should remain in place until the 

next scheduled local government elections, in March 1979.  

On June 8th, 1978, the area north of the Logan River was excised from the Albert Shire to create a 

new local government authority called Logan Shire (later to be renamed ‘Logan City’) and in 1979, 

the elected Logan Council assumed full responsibility for the Logan area. The result of that 

redistribution was a 130 kilometre reduction in the size of the Albert Shire and a population reduction 

of about 60,000 people (GCCC, 2012). A new Gold Coast Council was elected in 1979 with Keith 

Arthur Hunt as Mayor. It included the controversial Sir John (Jack) Egerton as Deputy Mayor who, 

until his sacking by the Australian Labor Party in 1976 for accepting a knighthood, was a union 

organiser and President of the Queensland Trades and Labor Council (Solomon, 1976). Less 

controversially, Southport General Hospital also opened in 1979 (Goldcoast.com, 2009). The early 

1980’s also witnessed Meriton Properties’ first foray into the Gold Coast property market with the 

Nelson and Florida developments (TH, 1905). 

The start of a new decade saw the place name ‘City of Gold Coast’ finally officially recognised by the 

Queensland Place Names Board (GCCC, 2012). Nineteen eighty also witnessed two important 

advances for the City’s economy. First, Riviera Marine was formed in Sydney, only to relocate to the 

Gold Coast a year later (Riviera, 2011) and second, Robina Land Corporation was formed by Arthur 

Earle and Robin Loh to develop a 160 hectare site in 'the Robina new town west of Surfers Paradise' 

(Jones, 1986, p. 133). However, as had been the case ten years before, 1981 heralded the start of 

recession and declining property prices; but this time recession would be deeper and longer than its 

counterpart of the 1970s (Jones, 1986). Yet, on 15th December 1981 another iconic tourism 

development, Dreamworld, opened at Coomera (Dreamworld, 2009).  
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Recession, this time with high inflation that peaked in the September quarter at 12.5% and housing 

interest rates that peaked at 13.5%, again hit Australia in 1982. Although inflation was still lower than 

the heady heights of 17.5% reached in 1975, interest rates were higher and in March 1982 The 

Australian Financial Review reported that in February finance companies had turned off the supply of 

capital to Gold Coast developers (Jones, 1986). In November, Cowper (1982, p. 24) reported: “The 

unemployment rate is the highest since the 1930s, and the Government has been quick to make 

political capital out of its ‘determination to free thousands of jobs’ by eradicating a 40,000-strong 

illegal work-force.” The recession continued into 1983 and despite a concurrent coalmining boom in 

Queensland (Fitzgerald, 1984), the Gold Coast’s property market then crashed, along with property 

values, driving many developers and subcontractors from the market. 

Sport, Education & Gambling & the winds of change: 1984 to 1989 

The 1980s was a decade of significant change for Queensland and for the Gold Coast; heralded by 

recession, followed by floating of the Australian dollar and a new period of rapid entrepreneurial 

growth and development, then by political change.  

In 1984, Duranbah hosted the first Billabong Pro surf contest, which would go on to become one of 

the premier events on the world surfing calendar. Two years later, 1986 witnessed both the opening of 

Queensland’s first casino at Broadbeach (Goldcoast.com, 2009) and establishment of the Gold Coast 

College of Advanced Education; precursor to Griffith University’s Gold Coast Campus (Quirke, 

1996). 

Another major boost to the Gold Coast’s higher education sector occurred on 23 April 1987 with the 

creation of Australia’s first private university, Bond University, via passing of the Bond University 

Act 1987 (Orr, 1991). Also in 1987 Mike Gore’s Sanctuary Cove opened to great fanfare, the Magic 

Millions horseracing carnival commenced (Goldcoast.com, 2009) and Carrara Stadium opened, 

mainly for Australian Rules Football, but also for Rugby League (austadiums, 2012). This was the era 

of the ‘white-shoe brigade’, a name reportedly coined by Mike Gore and attributed to a group 

consisting of Gold Coast entrepreneurs Mike Gore, Keith Williams, Brian Ray and Christopher Skase 

(Stoltz, 2011). It was both the height of the controversial Bjelke-Petersen government’s reign and the 

beginning of its end. In 1987, Gold Coast voters elected Mick Veivers, one of Queensland’s most 

notorious, apocryphal and engaging Ministers, to the seat of Southport for the first time (McRobbie, 

1991a). However, following sustained attacks over allegations of widespread police and political 

corruption within the Bjelke-Petersen government throughout the late 80s, aired initially on a Four 

Corners production titled “The Moonlight State’, the Government bowed to public pressure and called 

on Tony Fitzgerald QC to inquire into “Possible Illegal Activities and Associated Police Misconduct” 
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(CMC, 2012). As a result of that inquiry, on 1st December 1987 Sir Johannes Bjelke-Petersen resigned 

as Premier of Queensland. 

Notwithstanding the political machinations at State level, the Gold Coast continued to grow and 

develop. On 15th May 1988 Bond University commenced teaching at Robina (Orr, 1991) and the 

Moran Clinic of Excellence opened at Tugun (JFPH, 2011) (since 23rd November, 1993 it has been 

known as John Flynn Private Hospital). In November 1989, Gold Coast CAE amalgamated with 

Brisbane’s Griffith University to become a university college (Quirke, 1996). The second stage of the 

Hinze Dam was completed that year and annual building construction for the Gold Coast passed one 

billion dollars for the first time (Goldcoast.com, 2009). However, on 23rd August 1989, in a 

devastating blow to Gold Coast tourism and, as a consequence, to the Gold Coast economy, the 

national pilots' strike forced the stoppage of almost all commercial flights in and out of the City 

(Reuter, 1989). The following year, along with seventeen of the eighteen OECD nations, Australia 

and the Gold Coast again entered recession; this time, ‘the recession Australia had to have’ (Keating 

1990). 

Toward amalgamation and a new millennium: the 1990s 

Migration of interstate residents continued to drive the Gold Coast’s population growth into the 

nineties and by 1991, the Gold Coast City had become Australia’s eighth largest City (McRobbie, 

1991b; Salt, 2003). Warner Bros Movie World and Wet and Wild opened at Oxenford in 1991, giving 

the Gold Coast’s tourism industry a welcome boost following the dark days of the pilots’ strike 

(Goldcoast.com, 2009). Movie World provided the basis for a future creative industry for the City.  

In 1993, Albert Shire Council approved its Town Centre plan for Robina (Goldcoast.com, 2009), but 

action to develop Robina as a centre of Council’s activities was put on hold by promulgation of The 

Local Government (Albert, Beaudesert and Gold Coast) Regulation 1994, which regulated 

amalgamation of Gold Coast City Council and Shire of Albert to create City of Gold Coast Council 

(GCCC, 2012); and so, on 11 March 1995 Gold Coast City and Albert Shire councils amalgamated 

(GCCC, 2012). The mid-1990s also saw a residential building boom and the construction by 

Triguboff’s Meriton Group of eight residential towers at Main Beach, Southport. 

In February 1996, the Gold Coast experienced a ‘back to the future moment’, when the new 

Beenleigh to Helensvale railway line opened (Goldcoast.com, 2009) and on 11th March, John Howard 

became Prime Minister following election of his Liberal-National Coalition Government. In August 

of that year Robina Town Centre opened (QIC, 2012) and a consortium of Boeing-Powertel 

completed the Pacific Innovation Corridor pipeline to Varsity Lakes (Crosby, 2000), the latter giving 
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a significant technological boost to an emerging information and communications technology industry 

in the City.  

As mentioned previously, the Gold Coast’s economic development has been based on four key 

elements: first, accessible natural resources and growing conditions; second, population growth; third, 

the creation of access-enabling infrastructure; and fourth, entrepreneurialism. One such piece of 

infrastructure is the Pacific Innovation Corridor (PIC); a fibre optic broadband communications 

network established in 1996 as a joint venture between Powertel and Boeing. It contains major 

exchange sites in Brisbane, Sydney and Melbourne with regional sites in various regional and 

metropolitan centres from the Sunshine Coast in the North to Perth in the West (Crosby, 2000). Nine 

PIC Centres were established within the Gold Coast Local Government Area: at Yatala; Coomera; 

Oxenford; Southport; Nerang; Surfers; Robina; Burleigh; and Coolangatta providing Gold Coast City 

with limited access to its own version of the soon to be, or not to be, National Broadband Network 

(NBN).  

Also in 1996 landmark research to define the nature and performance of businesses on the Gold 

Coast, commissioned by Jobwatch, found that the Gold Coast had a disproportionately high number 

of businesses compared to Queensland and Australia as a whole (25.35% of Queensland’s businesses, 

compared to 9.02% of the State’s population and 5.27% of Australia’s businesses, compared to just 

1.65% of the national population) and a disproportionately high number of small businesses, 

especially in Construction and Property and Business Services. However, the Gold Coast had fewer 

large businesses, particularly in Manufacturing and Health and Community Services. By industry, the 

principal employers at that time were Retail Trade (19.9% of all those employed), Property and 

Business Services (14.1%), Construction (13.3%), Accommodation, Cafes and Restaurants (10.9%) 

and Manufacturing (10.7%) (Posadas & Blackman, 1996, p. 25).  

The Gold Coast economy, which had relied on Asia for an influx of capital for construction and an 

influx of tourism, especially from Japan, was to suffer another shock when, in 1997, the Asian 

financial crisis hit (Foster, 2010). In August 1997, the Brisbane-Gold Coast rail link extended to 

Nerang and in the following year it reached Robina (Goldcoast.com, 2009). Also in 1998, Runaway 

Bay Sports Super Centre opened to accommodate elite athletes and teams from around the world 

(Atlantic_Philanthropies, 2008). 

The late 90s was a period of economic growth leading up to a new century; growth fuelled in part by a 

preoccupation by the World’s governments and businesses with upgrading all computers to prepare 

for what became known as the ‘Y2K’ or ‘Millennium bug’. This was a belief that when computers 

first clocked over to the year 2000, many would revert to 1900 as the time coding used until the 
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1990’s had been based only on the last two digits of each year.23 This proved to be a substantial fillip 

for computer manufacturers, software developers, retailers, finance companies and consultants 

worldwide as the World scrambled to replace aging systems to avoid predicted calamity. 

A New Century: Y2K, 9/11 and beyond 

For the Gold Coast, 2000 saw the new Pacific Motorway opened (Goldcoast.com, 2009) and, at least 

in the short term, a significant reduction in the time needed to drive between the Gold Coast and 

Brisbane. ‘Y2K’ had arrived, but the bug fizzled as the predicted calamity failed to materialise. 

Nevertheless, all now had new computers and software and many others had profited from the 

‘required’ upgrading of every piece of necessary (and unnecessary) information and communications 

technology. By July, predictions for the most of the World’s economies were buoyant, with authors of 

the UN’s “World Economic and Social Survey, 2000” predicting that “… expansion in 2000 is likely 

to be even more dynamic than in the last two quarters of 1999, in which case growth in the global 

economy would return to the levels attained in the mid-1990s. As then, the current outlook is for this 

rate of growth to be sustained over the next few years” (Unknown, 2000, p. 1). Alas, recession would 

shortly return.  

By mid-2001 the developed economies, led by the US, were moving rapidly into recession, with 

rising unemployment in the US, increasing inflation and falling share prices. The US economy was 

already contracting when, on the morning of 11th September 2001, as New Yorkers headed to work 

and the World watched in horror, nineteen al-Qa’ida sponsored fanatics flew two commercial jetliners 

into New York’s World Trade Centre and another into the Pentagon in Washington, and attempted to 

do the same with a fourth aircraft into Washington DC’s Capitol Building. Apart from an appalling 

loss of innocent life,24 the direct short-term economic impact was to cause the US Federal Reserve to 

inject $100 billion a day in liquidity to stave off financial crisis (Makinen, 2002). 

In November 2001, Gold Coast City Council adopted its new economic strategy for the City and early 

in 2002, Gold Coast 2010 was publically released to “… set the direction for economic development 

of Gold Coast City until 2010” (Witheriff, Clarke, & Perry, 2003, p. 4). The plan recognised the 

importance of Gold Coast’s rapid population growth over some forty years, as well as the historical 

importance of tourism and development industries to the City. But it recognised too a need to broaden 

the economic base to encourage emerging knowledge-based businesses with export potential. 

                                                      
23 For more on this topic, see http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/382740/Y2K-bug. 
24 In total, 2,993 died on that day as a direct result of the attacks, but many more would die in aftermath and in 

the consequential wars in Iraq and Afghanistan that were to follow.  

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/382740/Y2K-bug


 

34 | P a g e  
© Monograph by Alan Blackman 2013 

Fundamental to the plan was the development of nine key industries 25  and “… a substantial 

aggregation of economic activity” that was expected to flow from the Pacific Innovation Corridor 

(Witheriff et al., 2003, p. 4).  

In 2003, contracts to build a new 5,500 seat delegate capacity convention centre for TABCORP at 

Broadbeach were awarded. A significant addition to the City’s attractiveness as a conference venue, 

the completed Gold Coast Convention Centre was opened by Premier Peter Beattie in mid-2004 

(Seaview_Pacific, ND). The following year, the Queensland Government released its South East 

Queensland Regional Plan and another major economic development, Yatala Enterprise Area, was 

established (B-YCC, circa 2009). To end the year, November saw the opening in Surfers Paradise of 

Q1 - at 322.5 metres, the Gold Coast’s first super skyscraper and at the time and, until April 201126, 

the World's tallest residential building. 

Figure 14: Aerial view over Chevron Island 
to central Surfers Paradise, showing Q1 
under construction (top left). November, 
2003 [picture] / Daryl Jones, photographer.  

During the 1920s, Herbert Hoover, 

who was then Secretary of 

Commerce, commented that “the 

only problem with capitalism is 

capitalists; they’re too damn 

greedy.” Perhaps one result of that 

attitude came to a head in 2007 and 

2008. Following a build-up in US 

house prices, the US sub-prime housing market and some of the World’s largest financial institutions 

collapsed in what some would say was a historically predictable sequence of events (Livesay, 1982). 

The Dow Jones Industrial Average, which measures the combined stock values of the thirty largest 

companies in the United States, peaked on 9th October 2007 at 14,164, but by February 2009 had 

fallen to just over 6,500. World markets followed. In 2007 and early 2008, the impact on the Gold 

Coast’s economy was unclear, but those events would soon lead once more to a rapid drying up of 

capital to developers and a severe and protracted contraction in the City’s residential construction 

sector, one that has continued into 2013.  

                                                      
25  The original plan recognised eight key industries: Creative, Education, Environment, Food, Health & 

Medical, Information and Communications Technology, Marine, and Sport. Perhaps and oversight, Tourism was 

added later. 
26 Q1 was surpassed as the World’s tallest residential building in April 2011 by Dubai’s 21st Century Tower. At 

the time of writing, Q1 remains Australia’s tallest residential structure. 
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On 13 September 2007, Anna Bligh became Queensland’s first female Premier and two months later, 

Kevin Rudd became Australia’s 26th Prime Minister following election of a Labor government by 

Australia. Despite worrying happenings internationally, by the end of 2007 the Gold Coast was 

experiencing an investment boom, led by infrastructure development, and had a record $6.57 billion 

in commercial development underway (GCB, 2007). The City’s population continued to grow at 

between 3.5% and 4.5% per year and late in 2008 reached 500 thousand. The Gold Coast was now the 

country’s sixth largest city. The importance of sport tourism to the City was increasing and had been 

given a lift by completion of 

the Convention Centre, a site 

not only for conventions, but 

also for the Gold Coast Blaze 

basketball team. 

Figure 15: Gold Coast Convention and 
Exhibition Centre, corner of Gold 
Coast Highway and T E Peters Drive, 
Broadbeach, Queensland, with high 
rise buildings in the background, circa 
2007 [picture]/ F. Abbott, 
photographer. 

A further boost for sport came 

in March 2008 with the opening of Skilled Park at Robina; principally as a site for the National Rugby 

League (NRL) competition (austadiums, 2012) and as a home ground for the Gold Coast Titans NRL 

team. The opening was linked too to opening of the Nerang to Robina rail link (QueenslandRail, 

2012). The leisure marine industry also received a boost at that time, with declaration of the Gold 

Coast International Marine Precinct as a Project of State Significance (PlanConsulting, 2012). 

However, never far away, the impacts of global economic events were pushing the Gold Coast into an 

ever deepening recession and despite concentrated efforts by Council to broaden the City’s economic 

base, by June 2009 the Construction industry, with 13,154 businesses, or 21.4 per cent of the area’s 

total businesses, still had the largest number of businesses in Gold Coast City and the Gold Coast 

remained vulnerable to the vicissitudes of that sector. Other industries with a comparatively large 

numbers of businesses included Rental, Hiring and Real Estate Services (8,748 businesses or 14.2 per 

cent) and Professional, Scientific and Technical Services (6,381 businesses or 10.4 per cent) (Figure 

15, ABS, 2010).  
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Figure 16: Counts of registered businesses by industry within Gold Coast City LGA, June 2009  
(Derived from ABS, 2010; Spearritt, 2009). 

While privately funded construction slowed rapidly from 2008, Commonwealth and State government 

stimulus spending increased in 2009 to buffer Australia’s economy from the full effects of what had 

become a global financial crisis. Around this time the Queensland Government commissioned 

construction of a $1.76 billion 750 bed Gold Coast University Hospital at Southport 

(QueenslandHealth, 2010) and a $126 million upgrade to Carrara Stadium to accommodate a local 

AFL side and future first class cricket events (austadiums, 2012). In addition, in 2010 it approved 

construction of a $1.25 billion Gold Coast light rail project to link a rapidly expanding Griffith 

University Gold Coast Campus to Broadbeach in 2014 (GCCC, 2011). Education was continuing to 

expand with the establishment of a campus of Southern Cross University at Bilinga, although changed 

visa laws, a strong Australian dollar and slowing economies worldwide were placing severe pressure 

on student numbers, especially from overseas. In mid-2011, a revamped Carrara Stadium reopened as 

Metricon Stadium and as home ground of the newly formed Gold Coast Suns AFL team. 

  

Industry Gold Coast City Queensland Australia 

Construction 13,154 21% 78,768 19% 344,045 17% 

Rental, Hiring and Real Estate Services 8,748 14% 46,636 11% 218,143 11% 

Professional, Scientific and Technical Services 6,381 10% 41,509 10% 233,544 11% 

Financial and Insurance Services 4,487 7% 25,827 6% 149,589 7% 

Retail Trade 4,132 7% 27,747 7% 139,679 7% 

Transport, Postal and Warehousing 3,196 5% 27,180 6% 134,065 7% 

Manufacturing 3,033 5% 18,193 4% 91,801 4% 

Other Services 2,672 4% 18,591 4% 86,185 4% 

Administrative and Support Services 2,662 4% 15,724 4% 77,365 4% 

Accommodation and Food Services 2,438 4% 14,950 4% 77,691 4% 

Wholesale Trade 2,396 4% 13,442 3% 77,036 4% 

Health Care and Social Assistance 2,355 4% 17,630 4% 92,581 5% 

Not Classified 1,795 3% 9,533 2% 33,921 2% 

Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing 1,214 2% 46,624 11% 204,309 10% 

Arts and Recreation Services 979 2% 5,313 1% 27,030 1% 

Education and Training 684 1% 4,559 1% 24,491 1% 

Information Media and Telecommunications 564 1% 2,772 1% 17,922 1% 

Public Administration and Safety 312 1% 1,460 0% 7,818 0% 

Electricity, Gas, Water and Waste Services 108 0% 1,039 0% 5,635 0% 

Mining 105 0% 1,913 0% 7792 0% 
Total 61,415 100% 419,410 100% 2,050,642 100% 
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The Big Shift: What first; the chicken or the egg? 

For more than a hundred years, the Gold Coast has benefitted from the attraction of its beaches and 

waterways to city and country dwellers alike. That attraction has driven the area’s tourism, bringing 

many thousands of visitors to the City for recreation. It has also driven strong population growth, 

averaging some four per cent a year through the latter half of the 20th Century, and made the Gold 

Coast a leader in the Australian population’s “big shift” from the cities to the beach (Salt, 2003). That 

growth has in turn driven infrastructure developments like roads, bridges, communication links, 

airports, dams and railways. It has also driven entrepreneurial residential, canal and theme park 

developments. However, in the first decade of the 21st Century that rate of growth slowed sharply to 

nearer the State and National averages (Figure 17). With it, approval for new dwellings also fell 

steeply (Figure 18). As Figure 18 clearly shows, there is a strong relationship between the City’s 

population growth rate and new dwelling approvals. But what economic factors have been driving the 

big shift to Queensland’s Gold Coast? 

 
Figure 17: Annual population growth rates comparing Gold Coast City with Queensland and Australia (ABS, 2013b). 
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Figure 18: Comparison of new dwelling approvals* on the Gold Coast to the annual population growth rate  
(where *0.1=10,000 approvals) (ABS, 2012). 

It seems plausible that a catalyst for the ‘big shift’ has been the availability of lower cost housing in 

Gold Coast City when compared to other parts of the country. If that is true, then the answer lies in an 

analysis of property prices in other cities. That analysis shows strong negative correlations between 

the number of new dwelling approvals in Gold Coast City and changes in median house prices in 

Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane27. This seems to indicate that as median house prices increase in 

those cities, new housing activity in Gold Coast City decreases, perhaps demonstrating a big city 

preference by investors when the larger cities are in growth.  

A linear regression model using median house price variations in Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane as 

predictors of new dwelling approvals on the Gold Coast indicated that 87.7% of the variability in the 

City’s new dwelling approval numbers may be explained by that model28. However, this still doesn’t 

of itself answer the question of what has been driving the population shift. The answer to that lies in 

an understanding of the differences between median house prices on the Gold Coast and those in each 

of the other cities. 

To further this analysis, a second linear regression model that incorporated as predictors of population 

growth the differences in median house prices between Gold Coast City and each of Sydney, 

Melbourne and Brisbane, and which included the annual inflation rate as a measure of price pressure, 

indicated that 94.9% of the variance in the Gold Coast’s annual population growth rate could be 
                                                      
27 SYD: r=-.763, p=.006; MEL: r=-.823, p=.002; BRI: r=-.635, p=.036.  
28 Adj. R2=.877; F(4,6)=18.802, p=.002.  
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explained by this model29, with three predictors, the annual inflation rate, and the median house price 

differences between Sydney and the Gold Coast and Melbourne and the Gold Coast contributing 

significantly to that outcome.  

So what of the relationship between population growth and new dwelling approvals? A final 

regression incorporating differences in median house prices on the Gold Coast and those in each of 

the other three cities, plus the annual inflation rate and Gold Coast’s population growth rate, indicated 

that 97.3% of the number of new dwelling approvals on the Gold Coast could be explained by this 

model, with four predictors – median house price differences between Sydney and the Gold Coast, 

Melbourne and the Gold Coast, the rate of inflation and population growth rate - all contributing 

significantly to that finding.30  

So, from 2002 to 2012, the rate of Gold Coast’s population growth has been driven largely by 

variations in the differences in median house prices between Sydney and the Gold Coast and 

Melbourne and the Gold Coast, with the annual rate of inflation also playing an important part, while 

the number of new dwelling approvals has been driven by those same predictors, plus the rate of 

population growth. Of interest is that the relationship to the difference between Brisbane’s median 

house prices and those on the Gold Coast, and the Gold Coast’s rate of population growth, is 

negative31, suggesting that as the Gold Coast’s population increases, the gap between median house 

prices in the two cities narrows (or vice versa). This last finding warrants further investigation. 

From these analyses, it is clear that for population growth on the Gold Coast to return to historical 

levels the gap in median house prices between Sydney and the Gold Coast and Melbourne and the 

Gold Coast must increase. This has happened before32 and there are some signs that it is happening 

again33, at least for Sydney. Such an outcome will allow residents in Sydney and Melbourne to obtain 

a capital gain by selling their homes and provide an opportunity for them to relocate to an area where 

                                                      
29 Adj. R2=.949; F(6,4)=32.177, p=.002; SYD-GCC Median House Price difference: t=-3.477, p=.025; MEL-

GCC Median House Price difference: t=4.172, p<.014; and Inflation (CPI): t=-3.437, p=.026. 
30 R2=.949; F(5,5)=36.451, p=.001; SYD-GCC Median House Price difference: t=2.783, p=.039; MEL-GCC 

Median House Price difference: t=-3.284, p<.022; Inflation (CPI): t=2.629, p=.047; and GC population growth 

rate: t=4.037, p=.010. 
31 r=-.822, p=.002. 
32 Most recently from 1999 to 2005, when the gap between the median house price in Sydney and the median 

house price on the Gold Coast ranged from $105,000 to $165,000. For Melbourne, between 1999 and 2003, the 

gap peaked at $24,750 in 2001. 
33 From 2010 to 2012, the gap in median house prices between Sydney and the Gold Coast has grown from 

$130,000 to $185,000. However, for Melbourne, the gap is currently insignificant. 
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property prices are lower and the lifestyle is seen as more appealing. History dictates that renewed 

population growth will then drive further infrastructure development and investment.  

In quest of a heart 

Like its coastal sands, the Gold Coast’s heart has shifted over time. Since its early days of European 

settlement in the 1820s, and reliant on the key industry of the day, the Gold Coast’s activity hub has 

migrated; from Point Danger with the early cedar getters, to Tallebudgera with agriculture, pastoral 

and dairy, to Nerang with hinterland timber, grazing, cotton agriculture and sugar, and variously to 

Southport, Coolangatta and Surfers Paradise with tourism in concert with infrastructure and property 

development. Pretenders too have continued to rise from the sands: Burleigh, Bundall-Evandale, 

Broadbeach, Mudgeeraba and, most recently, Robina-Varsity Lakes. For each, from the beginning the 

driving forces for centralisation have been the presence of one or more dominant key industries, 

supported by accessible natural pathways, like the Tweed and Nerang rivers, comparatively high 

population growth, plus the building of critical infrastructure, such as rail, roads, wharves, an airport 

and, more recently, internet capacity. By taking advantage of that infrastructure, property developers 

of retail centres, theme parks, hotels and resorts have been able to capitalise from, and help make and 

sustain, the Gold Coast as Australia’s second strongest tourist centre.  

However, the Gold Coast’s heart continues a dichotomised existence; driven by a local government 

split between Nerang and Bundall-Evandale that is a political hangover from the days of the Albert 

Shire. From an efficiency standpoint, a continuous split, with its duplication of physical resources, is 

difficult to defend. It’s also difficult to defend from a demographic standpoint, given planned 

development of the Coomera corridor. New and evolving industries of the 21st century and their 

increasing reliance on high speed broadband access tend to focus Gold Coast City’s emerging heart at 

either Southport or Robina, due to the ready access within each to the Pacific Innovation Corridor 

(PIC) and the presence of major university, medical and sporting centres. Robina has the added 

benefit of a heavy rail link to Brisbane, even though it lacks freight carrying capability. 

Notwithstanding, the planned addition of light rail services from Parkwood to Broadbeach, via 

Griffith University and the Gold Coast University Hospital, will improve access to Brisbane from 

Southport, while Southport’s comparative nearness to Brisbane and to the developing northern 

corridor and industrial centres of Coomera and Yatala tend to favour it as the City’s future centre. Of 

course, an Australia-wide roll-out of the National Broadband Network would improve business access 

to high speed broadband wherever businesses are located and negate the location benefits associated 

with the PIC; but at the time of writing, conservative political opposition to the NBN puts its roll-out 

in Gold Coast City (and elsewhere) in doubt. Time will tell. In the meantime, there is a clear and 

strong need for planners to fix on a strategically sound heart, from whence Gold Coast City can be 

governed, grow and prosper for the next 190 years. Gold Coast City’s future is yet to unfold. Whether 
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or not it becomes the southern rump of Spearritt’s “200Km City” (2009) remains to be seen; but one 

thing is certain: the decisions of today will play a big role in determining that future. 

Highlights and future options 

Almost two hundred years ago Europeans first commenced exploration of the south eastern corner of 

Queensland. Within a few years, the hinterland and river flats were serving as a rich source of the 

timber needed to build a growing colony and meet the increasing demands of a rapidly industrialising 

Britain. A second, but short lived industry was the grazing of cattle and, even more briefly, sheep.  

Ten years later cotton was established along the Nerang and Logan rivers, but that ended when the 

American Civil War finished and world production shifted back to the US’s southern states. Sugar 

replaced cotton as the region’s principal crop and remained that for more than a hundred years, 

supplemented by general agriculture, small crop farms and by a rapidly growing dairy industry that, 

with agriculture, gradually replaced the pastoralists. 

Within fifty years the South Coast’s population was multicultural and there were some three thousand 

residents from a wide array of nationalities in the Gold Coast-Albert Shire, plus many Yugambeh 

speaking peoples. 

By the end of its first sixty years of European settlement the South Coast had established the bases of 

a future city. Its main industries were timber, agriculture and pastoral, but tourism was starting to 

make a mark and the creative arts were also starting to emerge. Boatbuilding and boat repairs also had 

a small presence. The infrastructure needed for growth was rapidly developing and the community 

was becoming organised and had developed both structure and a level of sophistication. 

Credibility of the South Coast as a holiday resort was boosted in 1884 with a visit by Queensland’s 

Governor, Sir Anthony Musgrave, who visited Southport and shortly after established a summer 

residence. As a result of that visit, Southport became the preferred holiday resort for Brisbane’s élite. 

By this time other parts of the Coast, such as Burleigh and Coolangatta, were also starting to emerge.  

The arrival of rail in 1889 soon led to the beginning of the end for the more expensive and time 

consuming coastal steamer services from Brisbane to Southport and Nerang. The predicted arrival of 

rail access from Brisbane to the border towns saw a flourish of activity to develop accommodation 

venues in the area, while the development of rail infrastructure provided access to the products of 

dairying and sand mining. The first motorcar was seen on the Gold Coast in 1905.  

By 1912, the South Coast had benefitted from being accessible by a comparatively short train trip 

from Brisbane, but the Coast was still seen as a group of quaint seaside resorts, rather than as a city. 
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At this time mining was the nation’s key industry, while dairying, agriculture, sugar and banana 

growing were the South Coast’s dominant industries.  

By 1919, Southport’s population had grown to an estimated two thousand and had become 

Queensland’s main tourist destination (Fox, 1919). However, although Southport and Coolangatta had 

been developing both as townships and as holiday destinations, Surfers Paradise (then ‘Elston’) still 

had no tourist accommodation.  

Come 1920, life in Australia was beginning to return to some level of normality as the ‘war to end all 

wars’ had passed. Despite its terrible costs, Australians were once again starting to relax and enjoy an 

occasional holiday. The motor car was becoming a popular form of transport. New businesses were 

developing to support growth and a cooperative approach was taken by neighbouring councils to build 

a coastal road (Longhurst, 1994).  

The ‘Roaring Twenties’ saw many social and economic changes on the South Coast. In 1921, Nestlés 

and Anglo-Swiss Condensed Milk Company acquired a principal stake in Standard Milk Company 

and three other companies to build a dairy factory at Nerang (Longhurst, 1994) and in 1922 the Palm 

Beach Company commenced its development of Palm Beach. Jim Cavill, who had arrived on the 

coast in 1923, opened the Surfers Paradise Hotel and Zoo in 1925 and established a local surf 

lifesaving club.  

The public had a growing fascination with the motor car, and soon by-laws were introduced to 

determine the placement of petrol bowsers (Longhurst, 1994) and the Pacific Highway was 

bituminised (Longhurst, 1996). Numerous road works and bridges were constructed throughout the 

region, increasing road access to the southern coastal towns. But 1929 brought the Great Depression 

and with it, severe unemployment and austerity. Nevertheless, by the end of 1930 there were more 

than thirty thousand motor vehicles registered in Queensland (TSCB, 1931c).  

The 1930s saw the extension of electricity supply to key centres, the introduction of reticulated water 

and the introduction of commercial flights from Bilinga Aerodrome that eventually opened the 

southern Gold Coast to tourists from Queensland and New South Wales. The canal estate was also 

conceived around this time when, in 1937, Bill Rankin launched a pioneering experiment to dredge 

and pump vast quantities of sand from the Nerang River into mangrove areas behind the beach 

(Fitzgerald, 1984).  

The first half of the 1940s was dominated by war. Although the South Coast economy benefitted from 

an influx of Allied forces to the coastal strip, the early war years was a time of Austerity Bonds and 

commodities rationing. While demand for a wide range of precious metals, especially rutile and 

zircon, led to a renewal of sand mining, the Gold Coast’s economy was stressed through this time, 
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made worse by the rationing of sugar in 1942. In late 1945, once the war had ended, there was a sense 

of a return to normal as demobilisation followed and demand for travel for commercial and leisure 

purposes increased rapidly. In 1947 regular passenger air services commenced from Coolangatta.  

By the 1950s Australia was again entering a time of prosperity and post-war consumerism. An 

increasing range of motor vehicles had become readily available up and down the Coast, while the 

popularity of US movies led to cinemas opening up and down the coastal strip from Southport to 

Coolangatta. Sport too was once more gaining in popularity and land speculation flourished following 

the lifting of wartime building restrictions in 1952 (Fitzgerald, 1984). Also in 1952, Southport 

welcomed the arrival of the first official run by a Catalina Flying Boat en route to Sydney from 

Brisbane (TSCB, 1952a) and shortly after, Qantas Empire Airways introduced a regular flying boat 

service from Sydney to the Broadwater. Direct flights from Coolangatta to Sydney followed four 

years later. 

In October 1958 the South Coast Town Council adopted the name 'Gold Coast Town Council'. That 

year also saw Bruce Small move to the Gold Coast and development of the Isle of Capri, Sorrento, 

Benowa and Cyprus Gardens followed (Jones, 1986). Although Rankin had trialled canal 

development before the war, canal estates for the Gold Coast were first developed by Alfred Grant in 

1958 for the Rio Vista and Miami Keys estates. This year also witnessed the opening of the Coast’s 

first high rise.  

The 1960s started with a nationwide credit squeeze and witnessed the collapse of the Korman empire. 

In contrast, several entrepreneurial ventures, such as the Gold Coast Meter Maid service and Iron Man 

competition, were started. Rail services to the Coast ceased in 1964 and the track was ripped up. The 

first twenty story buildings appeared, the Pink Poodle Motel opened, the Gold Coast Turf Club was 

established and Bruce Small became the City’s Mayor.  

The seventies oversaw the establishment of Keith Williams’ Seaworld and Gordon and Rena 

Merchant’s company Billabong. There was yet another economic recession, but shorter than most due 

to a large extent to the Bjelke-Petersen government’s abolition of the state’s death duties, which in 

turn led to a property boom. The Hinze Dam opened, as did Pacific Fair Shopping Centre at 

Broadbeach and Southport General Hospital. However, a dysfunctional Council led to its sacking by 

the State Government in 1978, to the appointment of an administrator and to new elections the 

following year. 

Like its predecessors, the eighties too was a decade of mixed fortunes; starting and ending with 

economic gloom. But the decade saw the peak of a property boom and annual building figures passing 

one billion dollars for the first time. 'City of Gold Coast’ became a recognised place. Riviera Marine 

moved to the Gold Coast and Arthur Earle and Robin Loh formed Robina Land Corporation. 
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Dreamworld opened at Coomera and Jupiter’s Casino opened at Broadbeach. The first Billabong Pro 

surf contest was held at Duranbah and the Magic Millions horse racing carnival launched. Cararra 

Stadium was built and the Griffith University’s Gold Coast Campus and Bond University were 

established, while Sanctuary Cove opened to the sounds of “Old Blue Eyes”. But the eighties was also 

a time of sliding property prices, high inflation and economic recession. The Australian dollar was 

floated on world markets. Capital was very hard to obtain and so construction activity and the 

property boom stopped. The decade also saw the end of the timber industry and the banana industry 

fade, and ended with a National Pilots’ Strike that crippled the city. 

Although it started with economic recession, the nineties was a decade of continued development. 

Warner Brothers’ Movie World and Wet and Wild opened at Oxenford and provided a meaningful 

boost to local tourism, while John Flynn Hospital opened at Tugun. Albert Shire Council also 

approved the Town Centre plan for Robina. However, plans to relocate Council to Robina were put on 

hold when the Local Government (Albert, Beaudesert and Gold Coast) Regulation 1994 regulated 

amalgamation of Gold Coast City Council and Shire of Albert to create the City of Gold Coast 

Council. Also investing heavily at this time was Harry Triguboff’s Meriton Properties. 

The nineties also witnessed a rebuilt rail service offering a single line passenger service from 

Beenleigh to Helensvale and then to Robina. Robina Town Centre and Runaway Bay Sports Super 

Centre opened, while Boeing-Powertel developed the Pacific Innovation Corridor giving the City a 

potential edge in its quest to develop a new industry around information and communication 

technologies. The decade ended with the Asian Financial Crisis and an announcement that the ‘Y2K 

Bug’ was expected to decimate the World’s computer systems at the turn of the century. 

The ‘naughties’ started quietly enough and the first half of the first decade of the 2000s was the time 

of an infrastructure led development boom in Gold Coast City. The M1 highway from Gold Coast to 

Brisbane was opened and the Y2K bug failed to materialise; at least to any noticeable extent. 

However world markets were already in decline when, on 11th September 2001, terrorists attacked 

New York’s World Trade Centre. Shortly after, an otherwise unrelated collapse of the US housing 

sector would soon see a Global Financial Crisis that ultimately would have a profound effect on the 

World’s economies and lead to the drying up once more of capital to feed housing construction.  

Later, Gold Coast City Council's Economic Development Strategy "Gold Coast 2010" and the South 

East Queensland Regional Plan were released The Gold Coast Convention Centre opened and Yatala 

Enterprise Area was established. The Gold Coast’s first super skyscraper, Q1, also opened. In 2006, 

redistribution of Local Government boundaries in Queensland saw Beenleigh incorporated into Logan 

City Council Region, while Beaudesert was incorporated into the new Region of Scenic Rim.  



 

45 | P a g e  
© Monograph by Alan Blackman 2013 

In 2008, Council adopted its Bold Future strategy, to be followed by the Business Gold Coast 2020 

Strategy. Gold Coast International Marine Precinct at Coomera was declared a Project of State 

Significance and Skilled Park stadium opened at Robina. Major investment continued into the second 

decade with the start of construction in 2010 of a new university hospital at Southport, major building 

developments at Griffith University, the establishment by Southern Cross University of a campus at 

Bilinga and commencement of a Gold Coast light rail project to link Griffith University Gold Coast to 

Broadbeach in 2014. However, by the early days of the second decade of the 21st century much of the 

City’s economy was in deep recession.  

Recession continued as the Gold Coast City was named as winning bid city for the 2018 

Commonwealth Games. However the winds of political change would soon see Queensland Labor out 

of office in a landslide and a new LNP government under Premier Campbell Newman thrust into 

power, while at the local government elections, Tom Tate became the City’s new Mayor with the 

promise of a new plan for the City.  

Notwithstanding, in mid-2013 local economic recession continued and bankruptcies reached record 

high levels in key parts of Gold Coast City (GCB, 2013), while severe beach erosion dampened the 

interests of domestic tourists (Bedo, 2013a) and the Coast’s main corporate boast of the eighties and 

nineties, Billabong, looked to be on the brink of financial collapse (Rogers, 2013). Another sign of 

history repeating was the announced forced sale by Council of 180 properties in June to recoup 

unpaid rates (Bedo, 2013b). However, key infrastructure developments have continued and by year’s 

end both the first stage of the light rail project and the new Gold Coast University Hospital are 

expected to open. 

The importance of history is that we learn from and are shaped by the experiences of our forebears. A 

quick review of the Gold Coast’s history has shown clearly that from the time of first European 

settlement the Gold Coast’s economic development has relied on its natural resources and prime 

growing conditions, strong population growth, the timely development of access-enabling 

infrastructure and an entrepreneurial spirit. It is now Australia’s sixth largest city overall and the 

country’s largest regional city. However, unlike other significant cities in Australia, it remains under-

recognised politically, socially, economically and culturally. It has no definable central business 

district. It has no recognisable cultural centres (although one is planned for Evandale, but not yet 

funded). It has no headquartered Federal or State government departments and few major employers, 

while those businesses in the City must rely heavily on port and aircraft infrastructure in Brisbane to 

access national and world markets. So it is difficult to see the Gold Coast avoiding becoming just an 

extension of the Brisbane megatropolis predicted. But, with a diverse economic base and political 

vision there remains an opportunity for Gold Coast City to be much more and to become an important 
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contributor to the social and cultural fabric of Queensland and Australia. For that, the lessons of 

history will have to be learnt.  

For the City to survive as an independent entity, its population will need to continue to grow strongly; 

an outcome that will depend on a widening of the gap in property prices between Gold Coast City and 

Australia’s southern capitals. To accommodate such future growth, the City’s infrastructure must 

continue to be developed and entrepreneurialism encouraged. However, much of the City’s natural 

resources have been diminished over time, so great care will be needed to nurture and manage what 

remains if the City’s historical fourth pillar of growth is to continue to support its economic 

development. After all, it is in those resources that the City’s attractiveness relies.  

It is also the case that major employers will need to be attracted to the Gold Coast if the City is to 

continue to develop and retain necessary skills. Such attraction will be essential if the Gold Coast’s 

population is to return to viable growth levels and not shift that growth to Brisbane, where property 

prices are now similar to those on the Gold Coast, but where employment opportunities are 

significantly greater. History also dictates that the attraction and development of key industries that do 

not rely on tourism and construction will have to continue if the citywide impact of large economic 

peaks and troughs associated with those two industries is to be minimised. Clearly though, such 

development cannot be at the cost of those two industries, which seem likely to remain as important 

economic drivers for many years to come. Nonetheless, failure to diversify the City’s industrial base 

will lead ultimately to the Gold Coast becoming Brisbane’s poor southern leg. But avoiding such an 

outcome can be achieved; if only we have the heart.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Milestones - 1823-2013 

Year Milestone events 

1823 Oxley, Stirling & Uniacke explored the coast from Stradbroke Is. to the Tweed River. 

1824 

 1825 

 1826 

 1827 

 1828 

 

 

 

Rous and Broadhead explored the Tweed River and chartered the coast from the Tweed River to 

Tallebudgera Creek.  

Establishment of a military outpost of the Moreton Bay Settlement at Point Danger to intercept 

escaping convicts. 

1829 

 

Seven labourers assigned to Point Danger to cut pine and cedar for shipment to Moreton Bay and then 

to Sydney. 

1830 

 1831 

 1832 Macintosh journeyed along the Gold Coast's beaches in search of runaway convicts. 

1833 

 1834 

 1835 Convict labour employed cutting cedar on the Logan, Tweed and Scott's River 

1836 

 1837 

 1838 

 1839 

 1840 Dixon and Warner conducted a trigometric survey from the Logan River to Point Danger 

1841 

 1842 

 1843 Caffrey and Steel: cedar dealers working the Logan & Coomera Rivers. 

1844 Caffrey and Burgess: cedar dealers working the Tweed. 

1845 

 Cedar-getter Neddy Harper moved to the Tweed after a short period in the Nerang River area. 

1846 

 

Brisbane population 960. 

Beaching of the Coolangatta. 

1847 

 1848 

 1849 

 1850 

 1851 

 1852 John Ferrier established a shipbuilding yard on the Tweed  
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Alfred William Compingé leased two runs in the Tallebudgera Valley and Tweed. The leases were 

transferred to William Duckett White of Beaudesert Station.  

1853 

 1854 Siege of the Ballarat Stockade, Eureka. 

1855 

 1856 

 1857 

 1858 

 1859 Establishment by Queen Victoria of the Colony of Queensland.  

1860 

 1861 American Civil War's starting led to opportunities for local cotton growers. 

1862 

 

 

Development of a cotton plantation by Manchester Cotton Company and Edmund Price at Carrara on 

the Nerang River.  

William Towns granted 1,200 acres on the Logan River to grow cotton. 

1863 

 

Nerang River named by Surveyor Martin Lavelle.  

Roberts and Rowlands surveyed the Queensland-New South Wales’ inter-colonial border. 

1864 

 

Start of agriculture (principally maize) and sugar industries. 

Sugar and Coffee Regulations came into force. 

1865 

 

 

Manchester Cotton Company liquidated.  

Nerang township surveyed by Martin Lavelle.  

Robert Veivers granted 320 acres near the Nerang River. 

1866 

 

 

Weekly overland mail service introduced from Brisbane to Nerang Creek. 

First sugar mill built at 'Bundall' on the Nerang River.  

Financial crash. 

1867 Peter McLean started one of the region's earliest dairy farms. 

1868 Nerang township established. 

1869 

 

 

 

Robert Muir acquired 1,100 acres for sugar cane growing at Benowa and Bundall. First weekly mail 

communication between Nerang and Kynumboon.  

William Dolan first settled Tallebudgera Valley.  

James Beattie took up 80 acres between the Nerang River and Pacific Ocean. 

1870 

 

Currumbin Valley settled by Samuel William Gray.  

Francis Lahey built an arrowroot processing plan at Pimpama. 

1871 

 

 

Queensland census showed 204 persons were living on 'Nerang Creek and outlying districts'; Gold 

Coast-Albert Shire population just under 3,000.  

Thomas Carrick, Customs Officer and first resident of Coolangatta. 

1872 

 

 

 

 

Steamers commenced running to Nerang from Brisbane. 

Benjamin Cockerill granted first publican's licence in Nerang; however, Charles White established 

Nerang's first hotel, the Southern Cross Hotel.  

Sixty-five town allotments auctioned at the Town of Burleigh. 

End of the local cotton industry. 
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1873 

 

 

 

Benjamin established the Royal Mail Hotel in Nerang. 

First 'Nerang Creek Races' held. 

First private school opened at Tallebudgera Valley.  

First accommodation house established in Tallebudgera Valley by Stephen Tobin. 

1874 

 

 

 

Nerang Township Post Office authorised.  

Police barracks and a lock-up constructed at Nerang. 

Messrs Muller and Carter constructed a sawmill on the Nerang River close to the later site of The 

Southport School. 

1875 

 

 

 

 

Twenty-two town allotments sold in the new township of Southport. 

Nerang Police Court established. 

Telegraph line from Brisbane, via Nerang, to NSW became operational. 

Nerang Vested School opened. 

Start of a wine industry. 

1876 

 

 

 

Richard Gardiner erected Southport's first hotel, the 'Southport Hotel' (and became the Gold Coast's 

first tourism entrepreneur).  

Telegraph office built at Nerang. 

Nerang Christmas Races and ploughing matches at Benowa had become major drawcards. 

1877 

 

 

 

 

First state school opened at Tallebudgera Valley. 

Fire destroyed Tobin's accommodation house. 

First store opened in Tallebudgera Valley by Stephen Tobin. 

First house erected in Southport by Robert and Ralph Johnston. 

Nerang and Tallebudgera cricket clubs formed. 

1878 

 

 

 

 

 

Colonial Sugar Refining Company commissioned a survey of a rail line from Tweed Heads to 

Southport. 

Post Office opened in Southport. 

John Dwyer opened the Rose & Crown Hotel in Tallebudgera Valley. 

Dairy industry started in Tallebudgera Valley. 

Henry Jordan acquired significant land holdings between Tallebudgera and Currumbin Creeks. 

1879 

 

 

 

Weekly steamship runs by two steamers from Brisbane to Southport and Nerang. 

Southport Easter Regatta held. 

Southport and Coomera cricket clubs formed. 

Government wharf constructed at Nerang Township. 

1880 

 

 

 

 

 

First medical practice established at Nerang. 

First meeting of the Nerang Divisional Board. 

Southport Provisional School (later St Hilda's School) opened at Southport. 

Royal Hotel, Nerang promoted as a tourist retreat for businessmen.  

Production of 'Wheeler's Zulu War Panorama' at Tobin's Music Hall, Southport. 

National drought and economic depression. 

1881 

 

Nerang River ferry service established by Meyer. 

First race meeting at Point Danger. 
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Road constructed from Mudgeeraba to the coast via Carrara.  

Economic depression continued. 

1882 

 

 

 

 

 

Southport Dramatic Club formed. 

First sugar mill established at Gilston.  

Sawmills established in Southport, Benowa and Pine Mountain.  

Frederick Fowler's accommodation house established at Burleigh Heads. 

Cobb & Co introduced a daily service from Brisbane to Southport.  

The Moreton Bay Oyster Co. introduced a regular paddle steamer service to Southport. 

1883 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Daily Cobb & Co. coach service introduced from Nerang to Tallebudgera Valley. 

First races held at Southport Race Course. 

Henry Schneider commissioned to survey the Queensland side of Point Danger to lay out a township.  

Fowler's accommodation house opened at Burleigh Heads. 

Southport separated from Nerang to form the Southport Divisional Board. 

Shire of Southport gazetted; Bundall and Benowa included in the Nerang Divisional Board. 

Southport's post and telegraph office opened. 

New sawmill opened at Southport. 

Well's boarding house established at Point Danger. 

Burlington sawmill opened on the Upper Nerang. 

First medical practice opened in Southport. 

Mudgeeraba Hotel opened. 

1884 

 

 

Visit to Southport by Governor Sir Anthony Musgrave. 

Branch of the Bank of New South Wales opened at Nerang. 

Pig farming introduced. 

1885 

 

 

 

 

 

First annual race meeting held by Nerang Turf Club. 

Brisbane to Beenleigh rail line connected. 

Bridge over Tallebudgera Creek opened. 

Local lodge of MUIOOF formed at Southport. 

First residence (Johannes Ludwig Frederich) erected at Burleigh. 

Bank of New South Wales branch opened at Nerang. 

1886 

 

Thrice-weekly, then daily, Beenleigh to Murwillumbah Cobb & Co. coach service commenced. 

Eagle Brewery opened at Southport. 

1887 

 

J. H. C. Meyer's Main Beach Hotel opened in the now named Surfers Paradise. 

'Good Templars' lodge formed at Nerang. 

1888 

 

 

Start of the decline of the timber industry. 

Regular thrice weekly, then daily, coastal coach service from Southport to Tweed Heads introduced. 

Fowler's hotel 'health resort' opened at Burleigh Heads. 

1889 

 

 

 

Rail line from Beenleigh to Nerang opened. 

Rail line extended from Beenleigh to Southport. 

Downturn in the timber industry. 

First commercial banana and citrus crops.  
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1890 Economic depression starts. 

1891 

 

Economic depression continued. 

Numerous sawmills closed. 

1892 

 

 

Economic depression continued. 

Small butter factory established by William Stephens at Merrimac. 

Mudgeeraba Lower Provisional School opened. 

1893 

 

 

Economic depression continued. 

Tweed Heads Sawmill closed. 

All banks south of Beenleigh closed. 

1894 

 

Economic depression continued. 

Nerang Sugar Company established. 

1895 

 

 

Economic depression continued. 

Start of the Federation Drought.  

Nerang Divisional Board meetings shifted to Mudgeeraba. 

First Nerang Show held 

1896 

 

 

 

Economic depression continued. 

Nerang Central Mill commenced sugar crushing. 

First School of Arts meeting at Nerang. 

Orange moth destroyed orange crop and frost destroyed banana crops. 

Provisional school opened at Currumbin Valley. 

1897 Commercial Hotel, Coolangatta, destroyed by fire. 

1898 

 Border tick fence established to prevent spread of cattle tick to New South Wales. 

1899 

Disease destroyed local wine industry 

Boer War started 

1900 Boer War continued 

1901 

 

 

 

Australian Federation (1st January) 

Boer War continued 

Southport High School opened. 

Work commenced on Nerang-Tweed Heads rail extension. 

Federal Hotel opened in Coolangatta by Dennis Hartigan. 

Sugarcane first railed from Currumbin Valley to Nerang central mill. 

1902 

 

 

 

Boer War ended 

Cattle tick (Boophitus microplus) appeared at Nerang. 

Construction of the Nerang to Tweed Heads rail extensions commenced. 

Nucleus Hotel opened in Coolangatta. 

Well's Family Hotel opened in Tweed Heads. 

1903 

 

 

Breaking of the Federation Drought. 

First Brisbane train arrived at Tweed Heads. 

Commercial fishing industry established. 
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1904 

 

 

 

Significant land holdings in West Burleigh (Booningba), Tallebudgera and Currumbin Valley 

auctioned for dairying. 

Nucleus Hotel destroyed by fire. 

Sand mining began on the beaches between Currumbin and Coolangatta Creeks. 

1905 

 

 

 

First motorcar (a De Dion Bouton) seen in the district, at Tallebudgera. 

Greenmount guesthouse opened. 

Tick fence constructed by New South Wales Government along the border with Queensland. 

1906 

 

Police station and court house relocated from Tallebudgera to Coolangatta. 

Currumbin Creek Progress Association formed. 

1907 

 1908 

 

 

Rail siding opened at Currumbin. 

Cream first railed from Currumbin to Murwillumbah. 

Queensland’s first National Park declared at Witches Falls on Tamborine Mountain. 

1909 

 

 

State School, Currumbin Lower, opened (name changed to Currumbin State School in 1916).  

New police station erected at Tallebudgera. 

Tweed Heads Surf & Lifesaving Club formed. 

1910 

 

 

 

 

'Tugun' officially named. 

Hotel Nicoll opened overlooking Currumbin Creek. 

Formation of Coolangatta Progress Association. 

Timber industry revitalised through improved access to Numinbah Valley, Beechmont and 

Springbrook. 

1911 

 

 

New butter factory opened at Tweed Heads. 

Local agriculture industry faded. 

First two stores in Coolangatta opened by George Gordon and John Gardiner. 

1912 Governor opened the Nerang Show 

1913 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Southport High School taken over by the Dioceses renamed 'The Southport School'. 

The Hotel Grande opened and would eventually provide generated electricity to Coolangatta homes 

until 1918. 

Coolangatta Progress Association renamed 'Coolangatta Ratepayers Association 

Sanitation services supplied to Coolangatta. 

Telegraph and post office opened at Burleigh Heads. 

1914 

 

 

Coolangatta Municipality created. 

Town of Coolangatta Council proclaimed. 

World War 1 declared.  

1915 

 

World War 1 continued.  

Lamington National Park proclaimed. 

1916 

 

World War 1 continued.  

The Automobile Club offered to subsidise road improvements. 
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1917 

 

World War 1 continued. 

Unsuccessful attempt by Arthur Blackwood Limited to promote a 'Surfers Paradise Estate' at Elston. 

1918 

 

 

 

 

Coolangatta Electric Supply Company formed. 

Closure of Nerang sugar mill. 

Merrimac Cheese Company constructed its factory at Worongary. 

World War 1 ended. 

Restart of the banana industry. 

1919 

 Pneumonic influenza epidemic closed the Queensland-NSW border for six months. 

1920 

 

 

First recorded sighting of an aeroplane over Coolangatta. 

Southport, Nerang and Coolangatta councils cooperated to build a coastal road.  

Economic depression (Kuehn, 2011). 

1921 

 

 

Nestlé’s and Anglo-Swiss Condensed Milk Company acquire a principal stake in Standard Milk 

Company and three other companies to construct a dairy factory at Nerang. 

1922 Palm Beach Company’s development of Palm Beach. 

1923 

 

Fire destroyed Coolangatta Power House and other buildings - Coolangatta blacked out until Sep 

1924. 

1924 

 

Capitol Theatre constructed in Coolangatta. 

Sand mining ended. 

1925 

 

 

Jim Cavill opened the 'Surfers Paradise Hotel' at Elston and established a local surf lifesaving club. 

'Bunchy top' almost wiped out the region's banana crops. 

Construction of the Tallebudgera Creek bridge between Burleigh Heads and Palm Beach. 

1926 

 

 

The first Palm Beach Hotel erected. 

Currumbin Creek bridge opened. 

Consecration of St Augustine's Roman Catholic Church, Coolangatta. 

O’Reilly’s Guesthouse opened. 

1927 

 

 

Nerang Shire Council's first Shire engineer (T. E. Peters) appointed. 

By-laws introduced to determine the placement of petrol bowsers. 

Pacific Highway bituminised. 

1928 

 1929 

 

 

Palm Beach Progress Association formed. 

Start of the Great Depression.  

Numerous road works and bridges constructed in Nerang Shire. 

1930 

 

 

 

 

The Great Depression continued.  

South Coast Road renamed 'Pacific Highway'. 

Tallebudgera police station relocated to Burleigh 

Hotel Coolangatta destroyed by fire.  

Electricity extended from Coolangatta to Burleigh Heads. 
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1931 

 

 

 

 

 

The Great Depression continued.  

Grants awarded from the Federal Unemployment Relief Scheme and the State Government's 

Intermittent Relief Scheme to sustain 'equitable employment'. 

Construction of Logan and Coomera River bridges. 

Hotel Grande (Coolangatta) destroyed by fire.  

Electricity extended from Southport to Surfers Paradise. 

1932 

 

 

The Great Depression continued.  

Electricity extended to Nerang.  

Surfers Paradise State School established by Flood Plunkett. 

1933 

 

 

 

 

New Hotel Grande opened in Coolangatta targeting 'affluent southern winter tourism'. 

Flat Rock Creek bridge at Tugun opened. 

Coolangatta Jazzland opened. 

Surfers Paradise named (previously known as 'Elston' or 'Meyer's Ferry'). 

State Government proposed £30,000 for the Banana Settlement Scheme. 

1934 Electricity extended to West Burleigh. 

1935 

 

 

Reticulated water pumped from Coolangatta and Tallebudgera Creek to Burleigh Heads, leading to a 

property boom. 

Burleigh Heads State School established. 

1936 

 

 

Coolangatta Airport established. 

Electricity extended to Mudgeeraba. 

Milk bottling plant opened in Southport for the South Coast Dairy Company. 

1937 Warrie National Park (Springwood) declared. 

1938 

 1939 

 

World War 2 started. 

Warrie National Park opened to the public. 

1940 

 

World War 2 continued.  

Nerang Show Society suspended annual shows for the duration of the war. 

1941 

 

World War 2 continued.  

Japan entered the War. 

1942 

 

 

 

World War 2 continued.  

American service personnel arrived and established Allied camps at Canungra, Beenleigh, 

Jimboomba, Tamborine, Beaudesert and Southport, plus radar stations at Benowa and Coolangatta. 

Renewal of sand mining. 

1943 

 

World War 2 continued. 

Curtin Government re-elected. 

1944 

 

 

World War 2 continued. 

Sand mining restarted. 

Opening of the Paradise Theatre. 

1945 

 

World War 2 ended.  

Revitalisation of progress associations. 
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1946 

 1947 

 

 

Passenger air services from Coolangatta commenced.  

South Coast Dairy Company taken over by local dairy producers as a cooperative. 

Alex Griffiths established Currumbin Bird Sanctuary. 

1948 

 

Town of South Coast, including the coast region, Burleigh Heads and the former Coolangatta Council 

proclaimed.  

1949 

 

 

Albert Shire formed as a composite of the balance of Nerang Shire, Southport, Logan and Beenleigh. 

New Albert Shire Council headquartered at Southport. 

Leonard Peak elected Mayor of the Town of South Coast. 

1950 

 

South Coast Motors at Southport first to promote Holden on the Coast. 

Southport and District Cricket Umpires’ Association formed. 

1951 

 

Australia’s Jubilee Year. 

South Coast Rugby League competition started. 

1952 

 

 

 

Southport Maternity Hospital opened. 

Death of King George VI; Queen Elizabeth II proclaimed sovereign. 

Death of Vale Jim Cavill at age 90. 

Fleay’s Fauna Reserve opened at Burleigh. 

1953 

 1954 

 1955 

 

Lennon's Broadbeach Hotel opened.  

Sand mining ended. 

1956 Direct flights from Coolangatta to Sydney commenced. 

1957 Stanley Korman purchased the Surfers Paradise Hotel from Elsie Cavill. 

1958 

 

 

 

 

Chevron Hotel opened in Surfers Paradise. 

Ernest Oliver Harley elected Mayor of Town of Gold Coast. 

The South Coast Town Council adopted the name 'Gold Coast Town Council'. 

Bruce Small moved to the Gold Coast and developed Isle of Capri, Sorrento, Benowa and Cyprus 

Gardens. 

1959 

 

 

 

State Government approved name of 'City of Gold Coast'. 

Canal estates first planned by Dr Karl Langer and developed by Alfred Grant for the Rio Vista and 

Miami Keys estates. 

Birth of high rise on the Gold Coast - Korman's 'Kinkabool' opened. 

1960 

 1961 

 

 

 

Nationwide credit squeeze. 

Jack Evans established a marine park and porpoise pool to the mouth of the Tweed River. 

Nerang to Tweed Heads rail services closed. 

Korman empire collapsed. 

1962 Little Nerang Dam completed. 

1963 Assassination of President John F. Kennedy 

1964 Beenleigh to Southport rail line closed.  
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1965 Gold Coast Meter Maid service started.  

1966 First Australian Iron Man competition held at Coolangatta Beach. 

1967 

 

 

Iluka and Apollo became the first 20 story buildings on the Gold Coast. 

Pink Poodle Motel opened. 

Bruce Small elected Mayor of City of Gold Coast. 

1968 Gold Coast Turf Club established. 

1969 

 1970 Keith Williams established a marine park (Marineland) at The Spit. 

1971 

 1972 Marineland renamed 'Seaworld'. 

1973 Billabong established at Burleigh Heads by Gordon and Rena Merchant. 

1974 

 

Prince Charles attended Surf Carnival at Coolangatta Beach. 

Economic recession. 

1975 Hinze Dam (Stage 1) opened. 

1976 Gold Coast City Council's headquarters opened at Evandale. 

1977 

 

 

 

Death duties abolished by Bjelke-Petersen government. 

Hinze Dam opened. 

Pacific Fair Shopping Centre opened at Broadbeach. 

Start of the Gold Coast property boom. 

1978 

 

 

Gold Coast City Council sacked and replaced by an administrator. 

Area north of the Logan River excised from Albert Shire to form a new Logan Shire (later Logan 

City).  

1979 

 

New Gold Coast City Council elected. 

Southport General Hospital opened. 

1980 

 

 

 

Queensland Place Names Board officially recognised place name of 'City of Gold Coast’.  

Riviera Marine founded.  

Arthur Earle and Robin Loh formed Robina Land Corporation and purchased 160 Ha in 'the Robina 

new town west of Surfers Paradise'. 

1981 

 

 

 

Gold Coast property prices start to slide.  

Dreamworld opened.  

Riviera Marine moved from Sydney to the Gold Coast.  

Mick Veivers elected as National Party Member for Southport (McRobbie 1991). 

1982 

 

 

Inflation and economic recession. 

Financial Review reported that finance companies had turned off the supply of capital to Gold Coast 

developers in February. 

1983 

 

 

Inflation and economic recession continued. 

End of the Gold Coast property boom.  

Flotation of the Australian dollar. 

1984 First Billabong Pro surf contest at Duranbah. 

1985 End of the timber industry. 



 

63 | P a g e  
© Monograph by Alan Blackman 2013 

1986 

 

Jupiter's Casino opened at Broadbeach 

Gold Coast College of Advanced Education established. 

1987 

 

 

 

 

Bond University created by passing of the Bond University Act. 

Sanctuary Cove opened.  

Magic Millions carnival commenced. 

Economic downturn 

Carrara Stadium opened  

1988 

 

Bond University opened at Robina. 

Moran Clinic of Excellence (now John Flynn Hospital) opened at Tugun. 

1989 

 

 

 

 

 

Annual building figures for the Gold Coast pass $1 billion for the first time. 

Bond University commenced teaching at Robina.  

Gold Coast CAE amalgamated with Griffith University to become a university college.  

Stage 2 of Hinze Dam opened.  

Banana industry faded. 

National pilots' strike.  

1990 Economic recession. 

1991 

 

Warner Bros Movie World' opened. 

'Wet and Wild' opened. 

1992 

 

1993 

 

Albert Shire Council approved Town Centre plan for Robina. 

John Flynn Hospital opened. 

Meriton Properties purchased land for the development of eight residential towers at Main Beach.  

1994 

 

The Local Government (Albert, Beaudesert and Gold Coast) Regulation 1994 regulated amalgamation 

of Gold Coast City Council and Shire of Albert to create City of Gold Coast Council. 

1995 Gold Coast City and Albert Shire councils amalgamated. 

1996 

 

 

 

 

Howard Government elected by Australia. 

Beenleigh to Helensvale line opened. 

Robina Town Centre opened. 

Boeing-Powertel developed the Pacific Innovation Corridor. 

ICT industry started. 

1997 

 

Brisbane-Gold Coast rail link extended to Nerang. 

Asian financial crisis. 

1998 

 

Brisbane-Gold Coast rail link extended to Robina. 

Runaway Bay Sports Super Centre opened.  

1999 Y2K 'bug' announced. 

2000 Pacific Motorway opened. 

2001 New York and Washinton terrorist attacks. 

2002 Gold Coast City Council's Economic Development Strategy "Gold Coast 2010" released. 

2003 

 2004 Gold Coast Convention Centre opened. 
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2005 

 

 

 

Yatala Enterprise Area established. 

South East Queensland Regional Plan released.  

Q1 opened - at 322.5M, the World's tallest residential building and first super skyscraper on the Gold 

Coast. 

2006 

 

Redistribution of Local Government boundaries in Queensland: Beenleigh incorporated into Logan 

City Council Region; Beaudesert incorporated into the new Region of Scenic Rim. 

2007 

 

 

 

Infrastructure development led boom in Gold Coast City. 

Collapse of the US housing sector. 

Bligh Government elected by Queensland. 

Rudd Government elected by Australia. 

2008 

 

 

 

Bold Future strategy adopted by Council.  

Gold Coast International Marine Precinct declared a Project of State Significance. Skilled Park 

opened at Robina for NRL.  

Global Financial Crisis. 

2009 

 

 

 

The 2009 Demographia International Housing Affordability Survey found Vancouver is the most 

"severely unaffordable" Canadian city, only beaten by Sunshine Coast, Australia, Honolulu and Gold 

Coast, Australia.  

Business Gold Coast 2020 Strategy released. 

2010 

 

Construction started on $1.76 billion 750 bed Gold Coast University Hospital at Southport. 

Southern Cross University established at Bilinga. 

2011 

 

 

$1.25 billion Gold Coast light rail project commenced to link Griffith University Gold Coast to 

Broadbeach in 2014. 

Local economic recession. 

2012 

 

 

 

Local economic recession continued. 

Gold Coast City named as winning bid city for the 2018 Commonwealth Games. 

Tom Tate elected as Mayor of Gold Coast City.  

LNP Government elected in Queensland under Campbell Newman as Premier. 

2013 to 

31Aug. 

 

 

 

Local economic recession continued.  

Bankruptcies soar in key parts of Gold Coast City. 

New city plan proposed. 

Billabong on the edge of collapse. 

Draft economic development strategy released for public comment on 31 July. 
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Appendix B: Gold Coast’s Mayors: 1949 - 2013 

Town of South Coast (included amalgamated councils of Southport, Coolangatta and parts of Nerang) 

1949 Peak, Leonard 

1952 Peak, Leonard 

1955 Peak, Leonard 

Town of Gold Coast 

1958 Harley, Ernest Oliver 

Gold Coast City Council 

1961 Harley, Ernest Oliver 

1964 Harley, Ernest Oliver 

1967 Small, Andrew Bruce 

1970 Small, Andrew Bruce 

1973 Neumann, Robert 

1976 Small, Sir Bruce 

Gold Coast City Council sacked 2nd March 1978, administrator J. H. Andrews appointed. Elections held 31st 

March 1979. 

1979 Hunt, Keith Arthur 

1982 O'Connell, Denis 

1985 Pie, Denis 

1988 Bell, Lex 

1991 Bell, Lex 

1994 Baildon, Gary 

Gold Coast City Council  

(amalgamation with Albert Shire Council 22 March 1995) 

1995 Stevens, Ray 

1998 Baildon, Gary 

2001 Baildon, Gary 

2004 Clarke, Ron 

2008 Clarke, Ron 

2012 Tate, Tom 
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Appendix C: Gold Coast City’s Industry Development Timeline  

 


