
This conference is supported through the Australian Government’s Collaborative Research Networks (CRN) program and has been facilitated by the Northern Institute 

www.cdu.edu.au/the-northern-institute 

Demographic Issues for 
Northern Development 

Andrew Taylor (Principle Scientist)  

&  

Huw Brokensha (Research Associate)  

Demography and Growth Planning, Northern Institute 

http://www.cdu.edu.au/the-northern-institute/population  

 

http://www.cdu.edu.au/the-northern-institute/population
http://www.cdu.edu.au/the-northern-institute/population
http://www.cdu.edu.au/the-northern-institute/population
http://www.cdu.edu.au/the-northern-institute/population
http://www.cdu.edu.au/the-northern-institute/population
http://www.cdu.edu.au/the-northern-institute/population
http://www.cdu.edu.au/the-northern-institute/population


This conference is supported through the Australian Government’s Collaborative Research Networks (CRN) program and has been facilitated by the Northern Institute 

www.cdu.edu.au/the-northern-institute 

Todays conversation 

1. Understanding northern populations. 

2. What the Green Paper says about population and development. 

3. Green Paper: population aspirations (opportunities/challenges) 

4. Data and observations on each. 

5. More immediate issues? 

6. So what? 
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Want more? 
Search engine: ‘northern research briefs’  
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Understanding northern populations 

The systems of human interaction (demography, economics, social 
systems, health systems etc.) are different in sparsely populated or remote 
areas compared with urban or rural ones. 

The differences can be conveniently described using eight words that start 
with the letter ‘D’ 

Detailed Diverse     Discontiguous     Dynamic    

 Dependent  Delicate      Distant   Disconnected 

 

The theory – ‘Beyond Periphery’ 

 
Carson, D., Ensign, P., Rasmussen, R., & Taylor, A. (2011). Perspectives on 'demography at the edge'. In D. 
Carson, R. Rasmussen, P. Ensign, L. Huskey & A. Taylor (Eds.), Demography at the Edge: Remote human 
populations in developed nations (pp. 3-20). Farnham, United Kingdom: Ashgate Publishing Ltd. 
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For example – Detailed  

Martell, C., Carson, D. and Taylor, A. (2013). 
Changing patterns of migration to Australia's 
Northern Territory: Evidence of new forms of 
escalator migration to frontier regions? 
Migration Letters, Vol. 10(1), 91-100. 

Older workers migrating to 
remote areas in northern 
Australia for short term, ‘end of 
career’ contract work emerged 
from adoption of this strategy by 
just a few dozen people. 
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Delicate, Dynamic and Diverse 
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What the Green Paper Says (1) 

1. A focus on substantially growing ‘urban zones’: 
 

“Beyond this forecast [proposed as above average ] 
growth, the White Paper will consider options for building 
on existing key urban zones — such as Darwin, Cairns, 
Townsville and Karratha — with the aim of substantially 
increasing their population.” 
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What the Green Paper Says (2) 

2.  Improve net internal migration flows: 
 

“Greater migration from elsewhere in Australia would help 
boost population... The White Paper will explore practical 
options to remove some of the impediments to internal 
migration to northern Australia — recognising governments 
have limited ability to directly affect people’s decisions as 
to where they live and work.” 
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What the Green Paper Says (3) 

3. Increase international migration: 

“…the Australian Government is consulting across 
governments, industry, business and communities on ways 
migration policy can help increase the availability of skilled 
and unskilled labour, including in the north.” 
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The very basics … 

Indicator 2006 2011 Change 

Population of North Australia (NA)  1,080,682  1,206,090  12% 

Population elsewhere     
19,965,922  

      
21,592,093  

8% 

Residents of NA born overseas (%) 13% 16% 33% growth 

Australian's living in North Australia 5% 5% 0% 

Indigenous Australians living in NA 30% 28% -2% 

Sex ratio North Australia (v rest) 
 

105(97) 107(97) 
 

+2 men(no 
change) 
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The very basics (2)… 
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Opportunities and Challenges: 
 1. A focus on substantially growing ‘urban zones’ 

 
Opportunities Challenges 

It’s where people increasingly want 
to live (Indigenous and others) 

Cities of for the temporary and cities 
for males?  

It’s where the growth is now 
(tick-flick politics?) 

No evidence of pre-existing core-
periphery. Integrating ‘zones’? 

It’s where transport and other 
infrastructure are (already) 

High wages= high cost of living = 
‘Have’s’ and ‘have nots’ 

Critical mass for policy attention and 
investment 

What about remote issues? 

International migrants also gravitate 
there                                                                                                                        

Higher population at risk from 
disasters (coastal) 
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Data insights 
 1. A focus on substantially growing urban zones’ 

 
  2006 2011 Change in 

No. 

Population in 'urban zones' (No.) 374,675  514,457  37% 
(v.12%) 

Indigenous in 'urban zones' (%) 19% 24% 43% 

Non-Indigenous in 'urban zones' (%) 41% 50% 34% 

Residents of 'urban zones' born 
overseas (%) v NA overall 

24% (13%) 
 

25% (16%) 40% 
(33%) 

New overseas migrants to ‘urban 
zones’  

53% 58% 
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Opportunities and Challenges 
2. Improve net internal migration flows 

 
Opportunities Challenges 

Will drive high higher growth Currently record net deficits (despite 
supposed ‘boom’) in some areas 

May shift existing demographic 
composition and distribution 

Will just increase already high 
turnover/ high wage dependent 

Specific initiatives can target specific 
regions (legislative) 

Construction project or military 
dependent (males, high wages, 
social impacts) 

What about the ‘demographic 
dividend’? 

Likely increase house price and 
other inflation 
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Data insights 
2. Improve net internal migration flows 
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Data insights 
2. Improve net internal migration flows 
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Opportunities and Challenges: 
 3. Increase international migration 

 Opportunities Challenges 

Most immediate and controllable  
‘lever’ for skills and growth 

Retention 

Evidence of better retention and 
major localised impacts (Alice Springs) 

Under-utilisation 

Don’t‘ just fill jobs (tourism, balance, 
intergenerational stickiness) 

Easy come, easy go (8Ds) 

North Australia ‘built’ by migrants Public backlash? 

Geographic location and cultural 
diversity  
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Data insights 
3. Increase international migration 
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Data insights 
3. Increase international migration (2) 

 
 

Potential benefits 

 

1. From education ‘hungry’ 
nations and regions 

2. Are filling areas of skills 
needs 

3. Potential fertility effects 

4. Potential tourism effects 

5. Chain migration 
 

  

 

 

Challenges 
 

1. Will they stay? 

2. In demand elsewhere 
here and overseas – 
‘Thank you NA, I’m out 
of here.’  

3. Is this ‘big shift’ 
palatable? 
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What about tourism? 

In long-term decline (some hints of international market recovery) but yes 
for some localised and specific destinations (e.g. Ningaloo). 

 

Why? See our past research on demand and supply and demand issues: 

o Schmallegger D., Carson DB. (2010). Is tourism just another staple? 
A new perspective on tourism in remote regions. Current Issues in 
Tourism, 13(3), 201-221. 
 

o Schmallegger, D., Taylor, A., & Carson, DB. (2011). Rejuvenating 
Outback Tourism through Market Diversification: the Case of the 
Flinders Ranges in South Australia. International Journal of Tourism 
Research, 13(4), 384-399. 
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However… 

Non-resident workers are ‘captive tourists’ and expanding rapidly: 

 

o Up 35% from 2006 to 2011 (NT – has largest) 

o Mining prominent. Also Construction, Public Administration 
& Safety, and Health Care & Social Assistance 

o 75% male and higher incomes 

o Every ‘fluoro top’ should be on a tour AND have visits from 
family or friends 

o Education market?  
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Perhaps the most immediate issue 
Northern share of national 
Indigenous Australian 
population is falling 
dramatically. 
 

NT Indigenous share, 1981-2011 
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So what? 

Population is discussed as a euphemism for the economic mantra 
without understanding: 
 

• The diversity of population systems in the north. If we’re 
serious research in these areas is critical. 

 

• What ‘bigger’ means for the environment, well-being and 
quality of life (the big v not so bit population debate). 

 

• Northern contexts - types of economic development pursued 
heightens population imbalances (gender, age, settlement 
structures) and leads to polarised socio-economics. 
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What would I do? 

• Better understand the diversity in population systems in the 
north (there are many). 
 

• Better understand how demographic and economic change 
influences these (in anticipated and unexpected ways). 
 

• Better understand what a ‘bigger north’ would look like 
under various scenarios (through better projections and 
scenario modelling linked to specific initiatives and 
incorporating environmental and social effects). 
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Northern Institute 


