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ABSTRACT
This article focuses on the neighbourhoods and people that have been left behind in the economic transformation of two
now-diversified old industrial regions: Geelong (Victoria) in Australia and Oshawa (Ontario) in Canada. Political discontent
has found expression in different ways in the two locations. This, we contend, reflects policy frameworks that dampen the
extent to which socio-spatial inequality and entrenched disadvantage generate discontent within regions. In assessing the
factors producing this outcome, this article clarifies both the who, what and where of ‘left behindness’ and related
regional policy responses.
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1. INTRODUCTION

This article examines the neighbourhoods and people that
have been left behind in the diversification and economic
transformation of old industrial regions. It focuses on
the former manufacturing-dominated cities of Geelong
in Australia and Oshawa in Canada, both of which have
successfully diversified their economies through a combi-
nation of infrastructure projects, property-driven urban
rejuvenation and crisis interventions associated with auto-
motive plant closures. The article is principally concerned
with the neighbourhoods within these cities where living
conditions have stagnated or deteriorated despite the
regeneration of their immediate environment. Whilst the
left-behind approach would expect evidence of rising
intra-regional inequality to generate a similar politics of
discontent in both cities (Dijkstra et al., 2020; Jennings
& Stoker, 2019), in practice this outcome was more preva-
lent in Oshawa than Geelong. This, we contend, reflects
how institutional arrangements and policy frameworks
can dampen or exacerbate the extent to which disadvan-
tage produces a sense of discontent.

The article contends that political discontent associ-
ated with ‘left behindness’ is the product of regional devel-
opment policy approaches that are blind to the production
of inequalities. By teasing out the factors contributing to
different outcomes in the two case study sites – both dein-
dustrialising cities in jurisdictions that have never fully
embraced a winner-takes-all model of market capitalism

– we argue that tackling left behindness demands a rethink
of policy frameworks that condone or encourage uneven
development. We demonstrate that industrial diversifica-
tion policies have a dark side that downplays and actively
exacerbates the problems faced by workers and residents
in disadvantaged neighbourhoods of diversifying cities.
Geographies of discontent (Dijkstra et al., 2020), we con-
tend, are created by the structural intersection of economic
and policy regimes, and the barriers and exclusions they
create for people living and working in these places.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows.
The next section presents a brief review of various under-
standings of ‘left behindness’. The third section introduces
the article’s two case study locations and explains the mer-
its of multi-method comparative case study research. The
paper then details recent economic development in each
place, both of which have been lauded as success stories
of regional diversification. It highlights their parallel
industrial histories, similar sizes and positionings within
inter-urban hierarchies. It then documents each city’s
experience of planned urban regeneration, diversifica-
tion-oriented regional policy, and crisis-based structural
adjustment interventions, contrasting Geelong’s more
state-led approach with Oshawa’s more market-led orien-
tation. In both cases, proximity to major cities, Melbourne
and Toronto, respectively, has facilitated population-led
growth, but also resulted in deeper intra-regional inequal-
ity at the neighbourhood scale. The fourth section high-
lights how socio-spatial inequalities map spatially and
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temporally, with prosperity concentrating in ‘new’ neigh-
bourhoods as relative disadvantage worsens in ‘old’ indus-
trial neighbourhoods. The penultimate section contends
that neighbourhood-scale socio-spatial inequalities are
the direct by-product of the spatial selectivity of pro-diver-
sification regional policies, which necessarily create winners
and losers. It follows that policy responses should focus on
bridging the social divisions between old and new places.
Effective interventions would address existing intra-
regional spatial inequality and thereby forestall the politi-
cal disaffection associated with left behindness.

2. LEFT-BEHIND PLACES

The political discontent expressed in support for populist
parties in Europe and the United States has renewed pol-
icy interest in uneven development. There is new recog-
nition that market-oriented regional development has
been blind to the growing inequalities these policies pro-
duce. Even in prosperous growing areas, prosperity does
not ‘trickle down’ to the poorest residents (Arndt, 1983),
and in many places austerity policies have worsened
socio-spatial inequalities (Fetzer, 2019). Despite growing
academic interest in the ‘left-behind’ places within
advanced economies, there is unresolved debate about
what left-behind places are and what they are left behind
from (MacKinnon et al., 2022). The shorthand definition
that such places are losers generated by international com-
petition and processes of globalisation since the 1970s
(Goodwin & Heath, 2016) appears both too general and
too simplistic (Gordon, 2018).

MacKinnon et al. (2022) list possible indicators of left
behindness as economic underperformance, below-average
rates of pay, employment and productivity, comparatively
low educational qualifications and skills, high rates of pov-
erty and disadvantage, shrinking or ageing populations
with high rates of outmigration, poor health outcomes,
low rates of inward investment, and perceptions of politi-
cal neglect that result in high levels of political disengage-
ment (see also Furlong, 2019). They stress the variegated
nature of left behindness, wherein local combinations of
disadvantage do not necessarily include all of these indi-
cators at once. In practice, the concept has been grounded
in material disadvantage. The Local Trust organisation in
the UK, for example, defines places as left behind when
high levels of measurable deprivation in multiple dimen-
sions combine with a lack of social infrastructure (Oxford
Consultants for Social Inclusion (OCSI), 2019). Impor-
tantly for our analysis, Bolton et al. (2019) note that
left-behind places are likely to be sub-regional, including
the sorts of neighbourhoods found at the epicentre of
major plant closures, as well as places that house large pro-
portions of disadvantaged people, such as current and for-
mer public housing estates.

However, what distinguishes a left-behind place from a
disadvantaged place is that the sense of being left behind is
acknowledged and that local residents perceive themselves
as disempowered. The notion of ‘left behindness’ therefore
hinges on grass-roots recognition of entrenched

disadvantage. Material relative socio-economic disadvan-
tage is a necessary, but not sufficient, condition of a
place being ‘left behind’; it can only be labelled as such
when material disadvantage gives rise to particular forms
of political disaffection. Claiming the status of ‘left behind’
signifies a sense of injury or opposition to the economic
and political orthodoxies that have produced adverse
local outcomes. The resulting ‘geographies of discontent’
challenge established policy regimes (Crescenzi & Rodrí-
guez-Pose, 2011; MacKinnon et al., 2022; Weller, 2021).

There is considerable interest in developing policies
that contain or reverse political discontent, for example,
by ‘levelling up’ left-behind places (Martin et al., 2021,
p. 14). This includes an awareness that conventional
regional policies – which are dominated by a focus on
endogenous growth and the entrepreneurial capacities of
local actors – are unlikely to reverse the fortunes of lagging
places (Hassink & Kiese, 2021). There is also an awareness
that such policies represent a failure of urban and regional
planning, especially when ‘left behindness’, conceived at
the inter-city scale, is viewed as the outcome of a ‘relational
process of metropolitanisation’ and the associated margin-
alisation of less favoured places (MacKinnon et al., 2022,
p. 41). Allowing such places to languish and decline
while ‘core’ cities thrive has become untenable, as it risks
the deterioration of economic performance and insti-
tutional credibility at national and supra-national scales
(Rodríguez-Pose, 2018).

MacKinnon et al. (2022, p. 40, emphasis added)
define left-behind places as ‘the kinds of economically
lagging and declining places, particularly former indus-
trial and rural regions, which have expressed feelings of
marginalisation and abandonment through increasing
support for populist movements and parties’. This leads
them to advocate reorienting policy settings to focus on
social innovation and community development, with a
view to rebuilding a sense of belonging and attachment.
However, this solution implies that the problem is within
disadvantaged locations, when perhaps the issue is actu-
ally the relationship between adjacent disadvantaged and
advantaged places. In the latter case, disaffection can be
associated with a fear of relegation to poverty (Wac-
quant, 2016).

The analysis in this paper is informed by perspectives
that view ‘left behindness’ as an intrinsic component of
wider policy settings. Antink (2019, n.p.) accuses the
term ‘left behind’ of normalising the predicament of disad-
vantaged places and their residents in a way that actively
erases awareness that the deprivation in such places is
the direct result of political decisions made by govern-
ments (and, we would add, the locational decisions made
by firms). She sees the term as justifying abandonment:

the words ‘left behind’ imply something neutral. Something

that just happened naturally. It fails to recognise the com-

plexity of geographical inequalities…what’s happened to

these towns is a direct and inevitable consequence of political

decisions made by governments (of all parties) in recent

decades.
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For Antink (2019) the left behind framing casts disadvan-
taged places as a natural outcome of highly individualistic
forms of capitalism which perpetuate the survival-of-the-
fittest in social and economic terms. The terminology car-
ries a discursive power that brands such places and their
residents as anachronisms, as ‘places which continue to
exist out of their rightful time’ (n.p.). Similarly, for
OCSI (2019, p. 7), the term conjures the image of places
‘trapped in a rosy nostalgia for past glories’ in a way that
actively devalues local histories, identities and heritage
(Tomaney, 2018). In reality, they argue, such places are
better viewed as having been ‘held back’ by conventional
policy settings.

The net effect of this framing has not been to question
the hegemony of conventional market-oriented regional
policy, but rather to justify the insertion of add-ons that
seek to assuage discontent and create illusions of local con-
trol. The empirical work in the next section challenges this
conclusion by showing that left behindness is produced at
the same time, and by the same policies, as regional
growth. Therefore, left behindness is necessarily the ‘dark
side’ of conventional market-based regional development
policies in old industrial places (Pinheiro et al., 2022). If
policies that regenerate lagging regions also perpetuate
intra-regional inequalities, then those policies need to
change. What is needed, we argue, is more redistributive
intervention, a better balance between ‘top-down’ and
‘bottom-up’ policy settings (Crescenzi & Rodríguez-
Pose, 2011), and a stronger relationship between long-
term planning and short-term crisis intervention (Harri-
son et al., 2021).

3. DIVERSIFYING DEINDUSTRIALISING
CITIES: COMPARING GEELONG AND
OSHAWA

This empirical section focuses on two deindustrialising
cities – Geelong in the Australian state of Victoria and
Oshawa in the Canadian province of Ontario. Both cities’
economies have been dependent on manufacturing histori-
cally and both have experienced a gradual process of dein-
dustrialisation. This typically culminates in long-term
regional economic decline and growing inequality relative
to other regions (Bailey et al., 2014; Marchand et al.,
2020). However, despite sharing many of the evolutionary
characteristics of declining places, both Geelong and
Oshawa have successfully diversified their economies.
This outcome has been made possible by various ‘top-
down’ policy interventions and by their proximity to the
much larger global cities of Melbourne and Toronto.
Yet, despite their growth overall, both cities contain sig-
nificant pockets of disadvantage. As Boswell et al. (2022,
p. 170) emphasise, both the spatial concentration of disad-
vantage and the political discontent characteristic of left
behindness can be found ‘anywhere designated a “winner”
in broad macro accounts’.

The research design responded to calls for multi-scalar,
mixed methods and comparative case study approaches
(Boschma et al., 2017). The selection of the two case

study sites was guided by the ‘indirect method of differ-
ence’ approach (Mill, 1975/1843), which compares ‘most
similar’ cases that lead to ‘different outcomes’ (MSDO).
The two cases were paired because they share similar key
characteristics (in this case similar historical path trajec-
tories, population sizes, economic and industrial profiles,
and geographical proximity to global cities) but possess
at least one differing causal mechanism that produces
diverging developmental outcomes. The principal differ-
ences between Geelong and Oshawa concern each city’s
institutional architecture and the extent to which develop-
ment in each place has been state or market oriented.

Mixed-methods data collection involved a review of
policy documents and previous research on both places,
observation of key sites, interviews with key informants
in both places, and detailed analysis of statistical resources.
Field research conducted by the lead author in both cities
in 2018 and 2019 involved semi-structured, open-ended
interviews with key informants in policymaking, industry,
research institutions and civic organisations. Fifteen for-
mal interviews, each scheduled for 30–60 min, compared
key dimensions of policy design and delivery in each
city. The interviews used open-ended questions to reveal
the logic of informants’ decision making (Clark, 1998,
p. 73), focusing on themes related to deindustrialisation –
diversification, socio-economic inequality and regional
development priorities – and exploring policy initiatives
relevant to each informant’s area of expertise. A total of
13 of the interviews were tape recorded and partially tran-
scribed. For the remainder, extensive handwritten notes
were taken. Data analysis followed Miles and Huberman’s
(1994) method of coding and comparative matrix con-
struction. The quotes selected for inclusion are illustrative
of the dominant policy agendas, decision logics and endur-
ing challenges in these cities. They have been assigned
taglines which indicate informants’ positions whilst pro-
tecting anonymity.

Publicly available statistical data were used to assess
economic change. Shift–share analyses were undertaken
to understand the extent to which the cities and their
neighbourhoods differed from broader regional trends.
Census-based data were used to assess neighbourhood-
level disadvantage. For Geelong, the main source was
the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ (ABS) (2018) Index
of Relative Socio-economic Advantage and Disadvantage
(IRSAD), which integrates multiple measures of disad-
vantage. The Oshawa analysis used median household
income, which is a widely recognised as a benchmark for
socio-economic development (Marchand et al., 2020).

Among Geelong and Oshawa’s numerous similarities,
the most important are their common histories as the most
specialised manufacturing cities in their respective nations,
their shared focus on the manufacture of automobiles, and
their development as satellites of global cities. As shown in
Figure 1, central Geelong is located 45 miles (72 km)
south-west of Melbourne, while the City of Oshawa is
located 38 miles (61 km) north-east of downtown Tor-
onto. The two cities are similar in size: in 2021, the City
of Greater Geelong had a population of around 271,000
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people, of which about 180,000 lived in the urban centre,
while the City of Oshawa’s population stood at around
175,000 (ABS, 2022; Statistics Canada, 2022). Both cities
are governed by a regional administration (the State of
Victoria and the Province of Ontario), and both have an
intermediate tier of governance (the Geelong Region Alli-
ance (G21) and the Regional Municipality of Durham).
An important difference is that Geelong is positioned as
a separate regional city which is distinct from Melbourne,
whereas Oshawa is considered part of the Greater Toronto
Area (GTA). This, we will show, has had implications for
access to redistributive regional development funding.

For much of the second half of the 20th century, both
cities were the most automotive industry-dependent cities
in each country. Geelong was the centre of US-based Ford
Motor Company’s Australian production, while Oshawa
remains the headquarters of General Motors Canada,
the subsidiary of US-based General Motors (GM). In
both cases, the ‘Fordist’ manufacturing approach of the

last century nurtured stable and well-paid employment
for automotive workers and built local communities in
which each company was an influential stakeholder.
Table 1 shows that in both Oshawa and Geelong, indus-
trialisation in the post-war era generated strong popu-
lation growth. However, in response to the combined
effects of globalisation and labour-saving technological
change since the 1970s, the automotive-dominated manu-
facturing sectors in both cities have experienced relentless
restructuring. As Table 1 shows, this has resulted in sig-
nificant manufacturing job losses in both places and a
declining share of manufacturing employment relative to
population (on average a decline of 3.8% and 3.7% per
annum, respectively, between 2006 and 2016). By 2016,
the manufacturing component of their labour forces
approximated each country’s national average (ABS,
2007, 2017; Statistics Canada, 2007, 2017).

Notably, the decline in manufacturing employment
from the mid-1980s has been accompanied by steady

Figure 1. Greater Geelong and Oshawa.
Note: Shown is the City of Greater Geelong and Greater Melbourne (left-hand side); the Oshawa Census Metropolitan Area
(CMA), the Region of Durham, the City of Toronto and Toronto CMA (right-hand side). The Oshawa Census Metropolitan
Area contains the City of Oshawa, the Town of Whitby and the Municipality of Clarington.

Table 1. Manufacturing employment and total population, Oshawa and Greater Geelong, 1951–2016

Place Indicator

Census year Average annual change (%)

1951 1986 2006 2016 1951–86 1986–2006 2006–16

Oshawa Population 41,550 123,650 141,590 159,460 5.7% 0.7% 1.3%

Manufacturing employment 11,720 22,110 12,770 7,950 2.5% −2.1% −3.8%
% of Population 28.2% 17.9% 9.0% 5.0%

1954* 1986* 2006 2016 1954–86* 1986–2006* 2006–16

Geelong Population 82,450 165,510 197,480 233,430 3.1% 1.0% 1.8%

Manufacturing employment 15,320 16,660 12,360 7,750 0.3% −1.3% −3.7%
% of Population 18.6% 10.1% 6.3% 3.3%

Note: Asterisks (*) distinguish the years based on what is explained here. Geelong data for 1954–86 are estimates based on six municipalities that amal-
gamated in 1993 to form Greater Geelong. The estimate excludes two rural municipalities that were partially incorporated into Greater Geelong.
Sources: Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (1955, 1987, 2007, 2017); Statistics Canada (1952, 1987, 2007, 2017).
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population growth. As later sections will show, growth in
Oshawa was mainly associated with commuter suburbs,
reflecting proximity to Toronto, while the growth of
new suburbs in Geelong accompanied local diversification
into non-manufacturing industries.

Both places have faced recent crises associated with the
United States’ reshoring of automotive production follow-
ing the 2008 financial crisis (Vanchan et al., 2018). Ford’s
automotive assembly operations withdrew from Geelong
in 2016, while in Oshawa automotive assembly operations
were shut down in late 2019, then restarted in late 2021
(Yates & Holmes, 2019). Well before the recent crises,
however, policies in both places sought to promote econ-
omic diversification. These policies had many similarities,
since both cities followed global trends that combined
diversification-based long-term planning with short-term
crisis intervention. Policy differences are mainly associated
with the nature and degree of intervention by higher tier
state institutions.

3.1. Geelong’s state-led approach
The state government of Victoria has taken a leading role
in the transformation of Geelong. In 1954, nearly half
(46%) of Geelong’s labour force was employed in manu-
facturing (ABS, 1955). As industries globalised and as
the federal government relaxed policies of industrial pro-
tection from the mid-1970s, Geelong experienced mul-
tiple plant closures and mass job losses across
manufacturing and heavy industries. This culminated in
Ford’s 2013 decision to close its Geelong plants by 2016,
as well as US firm Alcoa’s decision to close its Geelong
aluminium plant in 2014 (Johnson, 2021; Johnson et al.,
2021). Ford’s announcement precipitated the end of car
manufacturing in Australia (Barnes &Weller, 2020; Stan-
ford, 2017).

However, well before this crisis, the Victorian state
government had instigated plans to diversify and revitalise
Geelong. As early as the 1970s the city was identified as a
site for growth to ease pressure on population and land use
in Melbourne. Proposals for the relocation of government
offices and higher education facilities aimed to establish
Geelong as a viable alternative for private investment
and to overcome Melbourne’s ‘overshadowing’ influence
(Cities Commission, 1973, p. 71). The state government
established Victoria’s first non-metropolitan university,
Deakin University, in Geelong in 1974.

State policies promoting Geelong’s industrial diversifi-
cation have existed since the 1990s (Johnson, 2021; John-
son et al., 2021). After a 2002 report warned of looming
growth pressures in Melbourne, the Victorian Govern-
ment (2002) committed to major infrastructure projects
to accelerate growth in Geelong, including the upgrading
of rail and road links between Melbourne and Geelong,
improvements to the Port of Geelong, and the develop-
ment of an international airport. State policies also sup-
ported Deakin University’s expansion to a ‘triple helix’
role in local innovation and skill development.

The relocation of a range of public institutions, includ-
ing the state government’s Transport Accident

Commission (TAC) in 2005 and the newly created
National Disability Insurance Agency (NDIA) in 2013,
as well as the redevelopment and expansion of Barwon
Health, generated numerous employment opportunities
in the city. Whilst these public sector initiatives created
direct employment growth, they also aimed to stimulate
jobs indirectly through increased private investment in
related services. A former advisor (interview code
RER29) to the Victorian government suggested that the
purpose of increased state investment was to create a ‘mul-
tiplier effect in those communities’:

When you take all of the human service investments that

have been made, education and health being the two largest

obviously, then you can really influence broader economic

development opportunities and ways in which then you

can get other industries to move into those communities.

By 2018, the top five employers in Geelong were public
sector enterprises (City of Greater Geelong, 2018). To
drive community development, the state government
also drew on a variety of mainstream funding programmes.
Between 2011 and 2015, Geelong received AU$43 million
from a state government entity, Regional Development
Victoria (RDV), through its Regional Growth Fund
(RGF). Following Ford’ s closure announcement, a further
AU$70 million was allocated through RDV’s Regional
Jobs and Infrastructure Fund (RJIF) from 2015 to 2018
(Victorian Auditor-General, 2019). These funds sup-
ported amenity improvements, such as bike paths, citys-
cape renewal and sporting facilities. Importantly,
Geelong was able to access these regional funding sources
because it has retained its ‘regional’ status as a separate
entity despite its proximity to Melbourne.1

These expenditures stimulated significant population
inflows, mainly from Melbourne (Victorian Government,
2020), and have been accompanied by growth in private
residential housing development, including the creation
of entirely new suburbs on Geelong’s outskirts. Housing
is significantly less expensive in Geelong compared with
Melbourne: as former Geelong Deputy Mayor Peter Mur-
rihy explained in 2018, ‘it’s because of the affordability that
people want to come to Geelong’ (cited in Dyett, 2018).
Overall, this long-term, state-led project of urban develop-
ment has diversified Geelong’s local economy into service
industries which are unrelated to its earlier manufacturing
specialisation.

The policy response to the automotive closure crisis
added new layers of short-term crisis intervention. The
‘unusually centralised’ nature of the Australian federal sys-
tem (Hooghe et al., 2010, p. 102) encourages both state
and federal government intervention in local crises
through the deployment of ad hoc place-based ‘structural
adjustment’ policies (Beer, 2015; Weller, 2017; Weller
& Tierney, 2017). In Geelong, intervention was triggered
following Ford’s closure announcement and involved a
combination of people- and place-based measures. The
place-based Geelong Region Innovation and Investment
Fund (GRIIF) provided financial support to firms in any
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sector that could demonstrate a capacity for job-creating
expansion. The funds, which were provided by contri-
butions from the federal government, state government,
Ford and Alcoa, were administered by a committee of
regional stakeholders, which included firms, unions and
community agencies. However, funding allocations were
decided and controlled centrally by the federal govern-
ment. Funding, which provided assistance for firms to
plan, finance and implement product or process diversifi-
cation and/or export market development, was conditional
on new local employment creation.

The people-based component of the crisis response
focused on providing counselling, upskilling and job
search assistance for retrenched former automotive
workers. Managed through the Ford Transition Project
(FTP), this intervention aimed to improve the market-
based reallocation of the displaced automotive workforce
to new jobs. However, the assistance did not match dis-
placed workers directly with the new jobs created by the
GRIIF. An informant (interview code IOI88) involved
in managing the assistance project saw this as a limitation:

If you don’t lock in through jobs the opportunity for the

retrenched workers to apply, and perhaps corral a number

of jobs in that area, then you’ve lost an opportunity. Because

(otherwise) you don’t know who is going to apply for those

roles and they’re not necessarily retrenched people.…

They’re not really targeted programs.

Another criticism of the GRIIF was that the funding
leaked out to places unaffected by the crisis: 25% of the
GRIIF funds were allocated to businesses in Geelong’s
newer high-income suburbs, and 27% to businesses in
marginal electorates outside the perimeter of Greater
Geelong.

Overall, the diversification of Geelong’s economy cre-
ated new employment in the public sector and in construc-
tion, technical, administrative, professional and other
services. This – as well as the improved capacity to com-
mute to Melbourne – attracted population growth (John-
son, 2021). By 2016, manufacturing had become the city’s
fifth largest industry behind health, retail, construction
and education (ABS, 2017). Recent rebranding of the
city celebrates these changes as new-found strengths.
Importantly, groups such as the regional G21 Alliance
also acknowledge – indeed, they emphasise – areas that
still require action, thus creating the basis for new mis-
sion-like projects in need of state support.

3.2. Oshawa’s market-led framework
Like Geelong’s role in Australia, Oshawa developed as
Canada’s most specialised manufacturing city. In 1951,
nearly two-thirds (64%) of Oshawa workers were
employed in manufacturing – a higher concentration
than any other significant urban area in the country (Stat-
istics Canada, 1952). With automotive assembly oper-
ations dating back more than a century, Oshawa was
known as ‘Canada’s Motor City’ (Hood, 1968). Oshawa
is the headquarters of General Motors (GM) Canada

and its massive ‘Autoplex’ facilities dominate the south
Oshawa landscape. At its peak in the mid-1980s, GM
Oshawa employed around 23,000 people (Gee, 2018).
According to Durham federal MP and former federal
Conservative opposition leader, Erin O’Toole, Oshawa
once ‘epitomised the concept of a “company town”’
(O’Toole, 2018).

Deindustrialisation in Oshawa has largely centred on
retrenchments at GM and its various suppliers, with
major shocks including the closures of a fabrication
plant in 1997 and a truck plant in 2009. Despite the
reversal of the 2019 closure of local GM assembly oper-
ations – which occurred in the context of the Donald
Trump administration’s opposition to the North Amer-
ican Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) – in late 2021,
local employment was estimated to have declined to
approximately 2000 workers (GMC, 2021), a small frac-
tion of peak employment in the 1980s (Aquanno & Bry-
ant, 2021).

Like Geelong, Oshawa’s economic diversification has
been a long-term process with significant input from
state institutions. The relocation of the headquarters of
the Ontario Ministry of Finance to Oshawa in 1982,
under the ‘Go East’ spatial equalisation policy of the
Davis provincial government (1971–85), is an important
example. The ministry remains one of Oshawa’s largest
employers. More recently, investments in the health and
education sectors, anchored by the establishment of the
University of Ontario Institute of Technology (UOIT)
in 2002, have underpinned the city’s diversification (Sie-
miatycki, 2013). By 2019, eight of Oshawa’s top 10 largest
employers were in the public sector (Region of Durham,
2019).

However, in contrast to Geelong, Oshawa’s access to
funding from the provincial government has been
restricted by its administrative positioning. The govern-
ment of Ontario considers Oshawa a part of the metropo-
litan GTA and includes the city in Toronto’s transport and
regional planning (even though Canada’s census considers
Oshawa to be separate from Toronto). This has prevented
Oshawa from accessing regional spatial equalisation funds,
which are Ontario’s main mechanism for addressing
uneven development, usually available only to areas outside
the GTA. An Ontario government official explained
(interview code ABA12) that Oshawa was perceived as
being in an advantageous position relative to remote disad-
vantaged places: ‘Oshawa is seen as part of the GTA for
better or for worse. If that means they’re not eligible for
funding that’s supposed to go to external regions, so be it.’

Much of the recent growth in Oshawa has been driven
by private housing development. Like Geelong, afford-
ability has been a key driver: in 2019, Oshawa had the
second lowest average house price in the GTA (Toronto
Real Estate Board (TREB), 2019). From 2012 to 2015,
the Oshawa census metropolitan area was Canada’s second
most attractive destination for net positive internal
migration after Edmonton, driven by net inflows from
Toronto which more than compensated for outflows to
other areas (Sergerie, 2016).
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Oshawa’s workforce increasingly commutes to Tor-
onto for employment (Statistics Canada, 2007, 2017)
(Table 2). As a City of Oshawa official (interview code
FGH32) explained:

Our ratio of jobs to labour force is not quite as strong as I’d

like it to be. I think if we start looking at the demographic

shift and commuting pattern, a lot of that is related to the

growth of north Oshawa where we’ve had significant new

residential development.

Like Geelong, short-term remedial policy measures to
respond to waves of automotive assembly and supplier
job losses in Oshawa have focused on people-based
retraining and upskilling initiatives. Several iterations of
‘Action Centres’ were established to provide counselling,
training and job search assistance to displaced workers
under Ontario’s (provincial level) Rapid Re-employment
and Training Service programme. While praising Action
Centre programmes for helping some workers to find re-
employment, a Durham labour leader (interview code
DYT39) criticised the response overall, highlighting its
weak capacity to restore employment, poor job quality out-
comes, and the tendency for workers to resort to out-
migration: ‘Many people did not find work that was simi-
lar in terms of, like, their wages and benefits and such.…
Other people just left. They just moved to other
provinces.’

Worker assistance services were limited compared with
Geelong. Furthermore, there was no job creation pro-
gramme equivalent to Geelong’s GRIIF.

These limitations are partly explained by Ontario’s
more market-driven policy orientation. Ontario is a
‘business-led competition state’ or ‘business government
alliance’ (Rutherford et al., 2018, pp. 574, 581), which
has tended to marginalise labour and redistributive social
welfare (Boudreau et al., 2007). Ontario’s market-led
approach stands in contrast to other Canadian provinces,
such as the more ‘dirigiste’ developmental state in Quebec
(Boudreau et al., 2007, p. 50). The Ontario government’s
embrace of spatially competitive policies has weakened
labour’s bargaining capacity, particularly in the auto indus-
try, enabling GM to win increasing concessions from
Oshawa workers (Aquanno & Bryant, 2021; Siemiatycki,
2012; see also Rutherford et al., 2018). As a consequence,
diversification in Oshawa has relied on attracting private
investment in recent years, which has materialised mainly

in population-based service industries and residential
housing development. Retail and health services have
become the largest industries in the city, with construc-
tion, education and professional service industries also
increasing (Statistics Canada, 2017). By 2016, the manu-
facturing proportion of Oshawa’s labour force was roughly
equivalent to the provincial and national average – a far cry
from its heyday.

The more market-based diversification process in
Oshawa has not created new employment as quickly as
state-led, project-driven policies in Geelong. This reflects
the more decentralised nature of the Canadian model,
where different provincial spatial equalisation regimes
dilute the rationale for federal place-based crisis interven-
tions (Higgins & Savoie, 1994). In addition, the competi-
tive context impels municipal officials to adopt upbeat
public positions focused on attracting private investment,
an orientation that demands the downplaying of crises
and social inequalities (Siemiatycki, 2013; Tierney, 2021).

3.3. Comparing outcomes in Geelong and
Oshawa
These different approaches have influenced different rates
of job creation and population growth. Table 2 shows that
between 2006 and 2016, the employed labour force in
Geelong grew by 20% and the population by 18%,
suggesting a virtuous cycle in which employment growth
accompanied population growth. In Oshawa, on the
other hand, the population grew by 13%, far exceeding
the 4% increase in the employed labour force, suggesting
a declining local employment-to-population ratio.
Table 2 also shows that a significantly higher proportion
of the workforce is employed locally in Geelong compared
with Oshawa. Moreover, this local share of employment in
Geelong was largely maintained between 2006 and 2016,
whilst falling in Oshawa from 46% to 38% as the city tran-
sitioned from an industrial hub to an increasingly commu-
ter-based town.

Between 2006 and 2016, direct public administration
employment in Oshawa barely changed (increasing by
only 200 jobs) while public administration employment
in Greater Geelong recorded a net increase of 1615 jobs
(ABS, 2007, 2017; Statistics Canada, 2007, 2017). This
difference reflects the more interventionist approach to
attracting both employment and population growth in
Geelong. Nonetheless, in both cases, agglomeration dise-
conomies in the adjacent global cities of Toronto and

Table 2. Employment, population and commuting, Greater Geelong and Oshawa, 2006–16.

Employed labour force Population
Internal

commuters (%)

2006 2016 Change (%) 2006 2016 Change (%) 2006 2016

Oshawa 70,530 73,470 +4% 141,590 159,460 +13% 46% 38%

Geelong 86,150 103,580 +20% 197,480 233,430 +18% 78% 75%

Note: Internal commuting refers to the percentage of the labour force commuting to work within each municipality, excluding residents working from
home, residents with no fixed workplace address and overseas workers.
Sources: Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (2007, 2017); Statistics Canada (2007, 2017).
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Melbourne have pushed low- and middle-income resi-
dents outward, creating a demand for housing-led growth
in the two satellite cities (August & Walks, 2018; United
Way, 2017; Weller & van Hulten, 2012). While this pro-
cess has enabled both cities to side-step several outcomes
commonly associated with ‘left-behind’ deindustrialised
places, it has also led to increasing socio-economic polar-
isation at the neighbourhood level.

4. UNEVEN NEIGHBOURHOOD
TRAJECTORIES

This section will show that core former industrial neigh-
bourhoods in both cities have not benefitted equally
from diversification-based growth. It examines socio-
economic change within each city to better understand
the who, what and where of left-behind places.

4.1. Old and new Oshawa
In Oshawa’s market-led economy, diversification has shar-
pened internal spatial divisions. Most local growth has
been to the north of the city. This area, now called
north Oshawa, was once the sparsely populated rural
municipality of East Whitby. When East Whitby was
merged into the City of Oshawa in 1974, there was very
little difference, in income terms, between residents of

East Whitby and residents of Oshawa’s south-western
neighbourhoods who lived close to the GM Autoplex
(Tierney, 2021).

Figure 2 shows the median income of neighbourhoods
in the City of Oshawa as a proportion of the Durham
regional median for 1980, 1990 and 2015. In 1980,
when manufacturing employment was near its peak, half
of the city’s census tracts, including those in the central-
west and central-east, had relatively high median incomes
compared with the wider Durham region. By 2015, fewer
than 20% of Oshawa census tracts had median incomes
above the Durham median; all of those were clustered in
northern areas, where residential development was trans-
forming formerly rural land contained within the pre-
1974 border of East Whitby. In the ‘old’ industrial neigh-
bourhoods contained within the urban pre-1974 Oshawa
boundaries, median household income had deteriorated
relative to the regional median, particularly in industrial
south Oshawa and the city’s downtown core, but also in
central east and west areas that were formerly relatively
advantaged. By 2016, the lowest income neighbourhoods
in Oshawa comprised five of Durham’s seven most
socio-economically disadvantaged neighbourhoods
according to the Region of Durham (2016), despite
Oshawa only comprising one quarter (25%) of Durham’s
population (Statistics Canada, 2022).

Figure 2. Median income, neighbourhoods of Oshawa, 1980, 1990, 2015.
Note: Median household income is benchmarked to the Durham Region median.
Sources: Authors’ calculations based on Statistics Canada census tract data (1982, 1992, 2017).
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To clarify this shift in employment terms, Figure 3
reassembles data published at the census tract level to com-
pare the ‘Old’ and ‘New’Oshawa. ‘Old’Oshawa is defined
by pre-1974 city boundaries while ‘New’ Oshawa com-
prises the north and north-western tracts that correspond
to the former East Whitby.2

Figure 3 reports the results of a shift–share analysis that
compared the percentage change in employment in key
industries relative to Ontario-wide changes between
1991 (when net manufacturing was already in the process
of decline) and 2016. Results reveal that employment
growth in New Oshawa has coexisted with a significant
relative decline in Old Oshawa. This demonstrates that
residential development and diversification-led prosperity
in the north has not ‘trickled down’ to deindustrialising
neighbourhoods in the south. It also shows that the mag-
nitude of relative decline in Old Oshawa was greater in
retail and finance/insurance than the expected decline in
manufacturing. The relative gain in New Oshawa spanned
every sector and was greatest in the (housing-related)
retailing and construction sectors.

Overall, representations of Oshawa as a diversification
success story mask widening internal socio-spatial polaris-
ation and a concentration of the effects of deindustrialisa-
tion in the neighbourhoods of Old Oshawa. These
changes have been accompanied by a heightened local
awareness of socio-spatial divisions. In the local vernacu-
lar, the rapidly expanding north Oshawa, near the main
campus of UOIT, has become known as ‘Poshawa’,
while the industrial heartland of south Oshawa near the

Autoplex, where disadvantage has concentrated, has
become known as the ‘dirty ‘Shwa’ (Gee, 2018). Spatial
ostracisation fuels the resentments associated with left
behindness.

4.2. Old and new Geelong
A similar pattern of intra-urban inequality has emerged in
Greater Geelong. Figure 4 compares the relative disadvan-
tage of suburbs within Geelong in 2006 and 2016, as
assessed by the ABS (2018) Index of Relative Socio-Econ-
omic Advantage and Disadvantage (IRSAD), which
incorporates multiple economic and social indicators.
ABS data categorises Geelong’s suburbs by their IRSAD
score in quintiles that indicate the severity of (dis)advan-
tage. Figure 4 shows that the northern and south-eastern
industrial areas of Geelong clustered around the old
Ford and Alcoa production plants are the most disadvan-
taged suburbs in Geelong and that their relative disadvan-
tage has increased as Geelong has diversified.

The suburb closest to Ford’s former Geelong facilities
(Norlane) is recognised as one of the most disadvantaged
places in Victoria (Victorian Government, 2010; Weller,
2021). As was the case with Oshawa and UOIT, the
most advantaged suburbs of Geelong are new develop-
ments close to Deakin University to the south-west of
the city. Like Oshawa, there is a clear divide between
the prosperous new suburbs and the old industrial suburbs
(Victorian Government, 2010).

Figure 5 compares employment growth by sector for
Greater Geelong as a whole and in Geelong’s 10 most

Figure 3. Industrial change, ‘new’ and ‘old’ Oshawa, 1991–2016.
Note: Shown is the regional ‘competitive effect’ (percentage increase/decrease) in selected industries relative to Ontario.
Sources: Authors’ calculations based on custom geography from Statistics Canada (1992, 2017).
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disadvantaged urban suburbs (IRSAD 1) relative to the
Victorian trend between 2006–2016. It shows that the
relative decline of employment in the old industrial sub-
urbs has impacted multiple sectors, including services.

Most relative employment growth has been in Geelong’s
booming finance and insurance sector, with a 162% rela-
tive increase, mainly due to the NDIA relocation. In con-
trast to ‘Old’ Oshawa, relative employment in finance and

Figure 4. Relative disadvantage, Geelong urban centre and surrounds, 2006, 2016.
Note: Based on Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (2018) IRSAD quintiles. Quintile 1 represents ‘most disadvantaged’ suburbs,
while quintile 5 represents ‘most advantaged’ suburbs.
Sources: ABS (2007, 2017).
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insurance has grown by 60% in disadvantaged locations as
well, suggesting that – to a limited extent – prosperity has
‘trickled down’ through the city. There has also been a
small relative gain in health sector employment in disad-
vantaged areas, further suggesting redistributive gains.

As well as the expected decline in manufacturing
employment, the disadvantaged suburbs have also lost
out in the construction and education sectors. As in the
case of Oshawa, the relative decline in retail services,
down by 203%, is the most striking aspect of the changed
industrial profile of Geelong’s disadvantaged suburbs.

5. DISADVANTAGED PLACES OR LEFT-
BEHIND PLACES?

Economic change is always a spatially selective process. In
both case studies, this process has manifested in the con-
centration of disadvantage in old industrial neighbour-
hoods of now thriving cities. In both cities, nominally
successful regional diversification has been accompanied
by entrenched disadvantage, rising inequality and deepen-
ing social division between old and new neighbourhoods.
Worsening disadvantage in old industrial neighbourhoods
suggests that neither former industrial workers nor their
family members are accessing new service sector jobs
located nearby in sufficiently large numbers.3 Despite the

job search assistance provided to retrenched workers, the
actual allocation of jobs was governed by competitive
labour market processes in which industrial workers
struggled to compete for new jobs unrelated to their skills
and previous occupations. Consequently, in both
locations, many former automotive workers – most of
whom had previously enjoyed stable jobs that paid rela-
tively high wages – have been relegated to low-wage
work and insecure employment (Barnes & Weller, 2020;
Siemiatycki, 2013).

In both places, the disadvantaged neighbourhoods
where many of these workers live feature many of the
characteristics associated with ‘left behindness’, including
high unemployment rates, poor quality, low paid and pre-
carious employment, skills deficits, health challenges and
low rates of inward investment. In both places, disadvan-
tage and advantage coexist in close proximity. In Geelong,
areas of extreme disadvantage are walking distance from
places of extreme advantage. The question is whether, or
under what circumstances, the increasing relative disad-
vantage of these neighbourhoods fuels the emotional and
political responses of disengagement (Furlong, 2019) or
discontent (Dijkstra et al., 2020) that are indicative of
‘left behindness’.

As suggested by the contrast between ‘Poshawa’ and
the ‘dirty Shwa’, discontent is overtly evident in the

Figure 5. Industrial change, Greater Geelong and 10 disadvantaged industrial suburbs, 2006–16.
Note: Shown is the regional ‘competitive effect’ (percentage increase/decrease) in selected industries in Greater Geelong and the
Geelong Urban Centre’s 10 most disadvantaged suburbs (IRSAD 1) relative to Victoria.
Sources: Authors’ calculations based on Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (2007, 2017).
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more market-oriented and stigmatising Oshawa context.
Over time, Oshawa’s market-led transformation has gen-
erated profound political change, shifting local politics to
the right and fuelling disengagement and disaffection.
Despite Oshawa having been a centre for union activism
and left-wing politics in the automotive sector’s heyday,
both of Oshawa’s federal electoral districts (one centred
on prosperous north Oshawa and surrounding Durham
areas, the other on industrial central and south Oshawa)
have become Conservative strongholds since 2004. This
is notable because in 2021, these were among only a
small handful of GTA districts held by Conservatives,
while almost fifty were held by Liberals. This reflects a
political divide between the centre-left Liberal-dominated
city and its Conservative-dominated hinterlands, where
perceptions of neglect have stoked discontent (Taylor,
2019). Political disengagement is also evidenced by low
voter turnout. In the 2021 provincial election, for example,
the estimated 56% turnout in the district of Oshawa was
far short of the 63% national turnout.

Although the social democratic New Democratic Party
(NDP) has held the provincial electorate of Oshawa since
2014, a right-wing populist faction within Oshawa’s local
union movement has long challenged the NDP’s progress-
ive politics (Aquanno & Bryant, 2021). Racist and xeno-
phobic rhetoric has been commonplace in the campaign
against offshoring (Fairweather, 2022). This suggests the
emergence of anxieties about being ‘left behind’ in the
remaining, and still threatened, industrial core.

Local politics in Geelong, by contrast, has long been
dominated by the social democratic and union-affiliated
Australian Labor Party. Here, extensive and timely
interventions orchestrated by Labor federal and state
governments have significantly assuaged political dis-
content, including in the disadvantaged suburbs. Weller
(2021) attributes this to the perceived quality of the cri-
sis interventions, which were widely understood as hav-
ing improved local opportunities, and which thereby
mollified the sense of abandonment that produces
discontent.

If left behindness is defined by overt political discon-
tent then, despite similar patterns of socio-spatial polaris-
ation in the two places, the neighbourhoods of ‘old’
Oshawa are left behind, but the industrial suburbs of Gee-
long are not. This outcome reflects the different political
systems and redistributive frameworks of the two places.
In Australia, long- and short-term policy interventions
mitigate the spatial effects of market forces and discourage
the political excesses characteristic of Anglo-American
liberal market political economic systems, such as Ontar-
io’s ‘competition state’. It follows that the sense of being
left behind is the consequence not only of economic pro-
cesses associated with deindustrialisation, but also the
quality of the political responses to those processes (Ley-
shon, 2021; Weller, 2021).

These findings support the contention that research
into left behindness needs to move beyond simplistic,
dichotomous ‘grand narratives’ about winners and losers,
such as ‘superstar’ versus lagging cities, to give more

nuanced accounts of uneven development (Boswell et al.,
2022, p. 187). Although both cities are, in certain respects,
diversification success stories, the devastating socio-econ-
omic impacts of deindustrialisation are still evident in each
city’s most affected industrial neighbourhoods. In each
case, the intensity of political discontent mirrored the
extent of timely redistributive intervention. Nonetheless,
place-based interventions that aided the transition of
these economies into new industries also contributed to
the ‘dark side’ of diversification by exacerbating relative
intra-regional socio-spatial inequality. This suggests that
future research should focus on the relational, multi-scalar
reality of ‘left behindness’.

6. POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND
CONCLUSIONS

This article has documented the growing socio-spatial
polarisation produced by economic diversification in Gee-
long and Oshawa. In both locations, socio-economic dis-
advantage has concentrated in old industrial areas with
hitherto high levels of manufacturing employment, while
employment growth has concentrated in adjacent and
increasingly prosperous areas largely unaffected by dein-
dustrialisation. This has left both cities socio-spatially
divided between ‘old’ industrial and ‘new’ service-oriented
or commuter neighbourhoods. New sources of economic
prosperity, generated by new layers of diversified industry,
have in both cases excluded the poorest neighbourhoods.
These findings corroborate claims that intra-regional
socio-spatial inequality is a ‘dark side’ of regional diversifi-
cation policies (Pinheiro et al., 2022), especially those
focused on promoting the growth of unrelated industries
in deindustrialising places.

From the perspective of this study, social deprivations
associated with left-behind places reflect a sense of exclu-
sion from adjacent prosperity, one that has arisen from the
material facts of deindustrialisation, long-term restructur-
ing and economic diversification. Two policy implications
follow from this prognosis. First, if the intra-regional
spatial blindness of regional policies simply reproduce
pockets of deprivation, then regional policy has to change
to ensure that these places are not left behind. This might
include, for example, mandating that a minimum pro-
portion of revitalisation funding is spent in neighbour-
hoods experiencing deindustrialisation. If residents of
these neighbourhoods are not able to compete in the
labour market, then policies need to intervene to place dis-
advantaged people into jobs where labour market mechan-
isms alone will not.

Second, it suggests that policy responses need to tackle
the causes, rather than simply the effects of discontent. In
the UK, renewed interest in uneven development has pro-
duced a ‘levelling up’ agenda (Martin et al., 2021).
Although what this means for policy is not yet entirely
clear (Tomaney & Pike, 2020), indications are that level-
ling up will append remedial social infrastructure funding
to the existing market-based framework (MacKinnon
et al., 2022). The evidence presented in this paper suggests
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that such minor adjustments to the status quo might
simply displace the geographical scale at which entrenched
structural inequality manifests.

This article supports calls for a more thorough-going
rethink of policies predicated, in recent years, on a lais-
sez-faire form of capitalism (Bailey et al., 2019). It has
identified three main avenues for change. First, it has
shown that with supportive policy settings, state-led
initiatives to increase public sector employment in diversi-
fying regions can stimulate private sector job creation.
Effective regenerative state interventions involve regional
planning with long time horizons (Harrison et al.,
2021). Second, it demonstrates the positive political results
of responding to crises with timely local support, rather
than austerity measures that demoralise workers and resi-
dents in already-disadvantaged places, and which increase
socio-spatial inequalities (Fetzer, 2019; MacLeod &
Jones, 2018). Third, it questions the ‘go-to’ response
that crises demand more devolution of responsibility and
more local-level autonomy and agency in left-behind
places. On the contrary, our findings confirm the need
to search for efficacious combinations of ‘top-down’ and
‘bottom-up’ initiatives (Crescenzi & Rodríguez-Pose,
2011). These would ensure that timely interventions target
affected neighbourhoods to both address past injustices
and prevent the perpetuation of disadvantage by purpose-
fully building the capabilities of residents.

Finally, if the problems of uneven development in left-
behind places are reproduced by ‘conventional’ laissez-faire
regional development orthodoxy, then the solution should
be to rework the policy framework to prioritise interven-
tions that prevent the exclusion of places, residents and
workers. This study suggests that timely, targeted and
coordinated place-based interventions can reduce political
alienation. Further research could focus on identifying the
optimal mix of long-term versus short-term and top-down
versus bottom-up initiatives.
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NOTES

1. Maintaining an ‘effective physical barrier’ between
Geelong andMelbourne has been a longstanding develop-
ment priority in Victoria (Geelong Regional Commission,
1988, p. 40).
2. ‘New’ Oshawa contains the following 2016 census
tracts, which includes 1991 census tracts that were subdi-
vided: 5320016.04, 5320016.03, 5320016.01,
5320015.04, 5320015.03, 5320015.02, 5320009.05,
5320009.03, 5320008.07, 5320008.06 and 5320008.05.
‘Old’ Oshawa comprises the remaining 1991 and 2016
census tracts. These do not represent an exact division
between pre-1974 Oshawa and East Whitby as some cen-
sus tracts overlap.
3. The aggregate statistics may mask the outmigration of
the residents of disadvantaged areas that do access secure
well-paid jobs, and their replacement by other disadvan-
taged families attracted to inexpensive housing. However,
our examinations of census data suggest that is less of an
issue in Geelong than Oshawa.
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