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2.   Demography of the East Kimberley and 
Northern East Kimberley

A range of counts and estimates are available for the Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
populations of the East Kimberley. For example, the ABS provides a de facto count of 
people who were deemed to be present in the region on census night (7 August 2001 at 
the most recent census). Then, there is a de jure count of people across Australia who 
indicated that one of the two East Kimberley SLAs was their usual place of residence 
on census night. These two counts are also available for Indigenous Areas found within 
the Northern East Kimberley. Finally, in recognition of the fact that the census fails to 
count some people, the ABS develops post-censual estimates of the ‘true’ population by 
augmenting their SLA ‘usual residence’ counts according to an estimate of those missed 
(net undercount), as well as other demographic adjustments. This produces an Estimated 
Resident Population (ERP), which in effect becomes the official population of each SLA 
for the purposes of electoral representation and financial distributions. 

It should be emphasised that official ERPs are only available at the SLA-level. Estimates 
of the population within the study region, and its constituent parts, therefore have to be 
derived by ratio allocation of the overall ERP for the two East Kimberley SLAs combined. In 
terms of the present exercise, and in regard to the quite separate structural circumstances of 
most Indigenous people in the region, it is helpful that separate calculations of Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous ERPs have also been made by the ABS (since 1996) using differential 
undercount rates, and by distributing (pro rata) those usual residents who did not answer 
the ethnicity question on the census form. 

One difficulty with the measurement of demographic change in the region since operations 
at Argyle commenced more than 20 years ago is the fact that the ABS has altered its 
statistical geography in this area several times during this period. Although the two Local 
Government Areas (LGAs, more recently described as Statistical Local Areas—SLAs) of 
Wyndham-East Kimberley and Halls Creek have remained intact, many collection district 
(CD) boundaries have changed substantially and the number of CDs has also varied with 
far more in existence now than 20 years ago. Additional geography was introduced in 
1996 with the creation of IAs, and their sub-category Indigenous Locations (ABS 1998a), 
for the purposes of disseminating Indigenous community profile data (including data for 
the non-Indigenous population). As shown in Figure 1.1, this provides for reasonably 
fine-grained analysis down to the level of most communities of interest, with the main 
exception of Mandangala which forms part of the Lake Argyle IA. 

Thus, in some cases, Indigenous (and non-Indigenous) profile data are available for specific 
communities and towns (viz Kalumburu, Oombulgurri, Wyndham, Kununurra, Woolah, 
Warmun and Halls Creek), whereas other smaller communities (such as Mandangala and 
all outstation communities) are subsumed as part of larger geographic units (Wyndham-
East Kimberley (S) west, Lake Argyle, and Halls Creek (S) North) (ABS 2002a). However, 
since 1992, the ABS has endeavoured to gather information on estimated population 
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numbers for all discrete Indigenous communities1, no matter how small, via the Community 
Housing and Infrastructure Needs Survey (CHINS). A prototype CHINS was developed 
on a state-by-state basis in 1992, followed by more nationally integrated surveys in 1999 
and 2001.

It should also be noted that alongside these ABS geographic units, various regional service 
providers construct population lists of clients drawn from often quite different catchment 
areas. In Halls Creek, for example, the Yuri Yangi Medical Service caters for the town 
of Halls Creek as well as many outlying settlements, most of which lie to the south and 
beyond the region of interest. In Kununurra, the Ord Valley Aboriginal Medical Service is 
utilised by individuals from as far as Kalumburu, as well as across the Northern Territory 
border. Schools tend to have highly localised catchments for primary level students, 
but data for the high schools at Wyndham, Kununurra and Halls Creek are necessarily 
a composite of students from much wider areas. Participants in individual Community 
Development Employment Project (CDEP) schemes may also be spread among a number 
of communities. 

Population size

At the 2001 Census, a total of 13,854 persons were counted by the ABS as present on 
census night (7 August) in the two East-Kimberley SLAs of Wyndham-East Kimberley 
and Halls Creek (Table 2.1).  Of these, 5,249 indicated an Indigenous status in response 
to the census question on ethnicity, and 7,115 indicated non-Indigenous status.  With as 
many as 1,490 individuals (11%) providing no response to this question, their Indigenous 
status remains indeterminate. Of the entire population counted within Australia on census 
night, a smaller total (10,757) nominated one of these East Kimberley SLAs as their usual 
place of residence.

Table 2.1.    Indigenous and non-Indigenous census counts and post-censual estimates:

                        East Kimberley region,a 2001 

Indigenous Non-Indigenous Not Stated Total

Census count 

(de facto)
5,249 7,115 1,490 13,854

Usual residence 

count (de jure)
5,226 4,224 1,307 10,757

Estimated usual 

residents (ERP)b 6,000 5,176 Pro rated 11,176

Notes:      a. Wyndham-East Kimberley, and Halls Creek SLAs combined

                 b. Preliminary estimates only

Source:    ABS customised tables
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Also indicated in Table 2.1 is the fact that the number of Indigenous usual residents of 
the East Kimberley was slightly lower than those counted as present there on census 
night. However, the number of non-Indigenous usual residents counted was substantially 
lower (by 41%) than the place of enumeration count. On this evidence, almost half of the 
non-Indigenous population present in the East Kimberley at any given time is visiting 
the region from elsewhere in Australia, at least during the dry season when the census is 
conducted. Given this scale of visitation, plus the fact that these visitors to the region may 
have somewhat different characteristics from those resident in the region, any comparative 
analysis of regional population characteristics that informs social impact assessment should 
be conducted using usual residence data only. 

At the time of writing only preliminary ERP figures for the East Kimberley were available 
and these are shown in the final row of Table 2.1. As noted earlier, these purport to 
represent ‘true’ levels of the Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations of the region. 
However, when interpreting these, it is important to note that ABS ERPs have been 
observed to differ from other (unofficial) population estimates generated by alternate 
means (Taylor and Bell 2001, 2003). It is also necessary to take into account those 
methodological tendencies within the special procedures adopted by the ABS in remote 
communities and urban town camps in Northern Australia that are likely to produce an 
undercount of Indigenous people (Martin and Taylor 1996; Sanders 2002). It is debatable 
whether the standard ERP methodology adequately compensates for these shortcomings 
(Taylor and Bell 2003).

The study region

As noted, ERP figures are only available at SLA-level. One way to develop similar estimates 
of the population resident in the study region, and in each of its constituent parts, is to 
divide up the East Kimberley Indigenous and non-Indigenous ERPs, as reported above, 
according to the observed pro rata share of the relevant Indigenous Areas. Results of 
this ratio allocation are shown in Table 2.2. Thus, the Indigenous usual residence count 
in Kununurra (755) represented 16.8% of the Indigenous usual residence count for the 
whole of the East Kimberley. This same percentage of the East Kimberley Indigenous 
ERP produces an Indigenous population estimate for Kununurra of 1,009. In turn, 
the equivalent non-Indigenous proportion is 56.5%, which produces an estimate of 
2,923 for the non-Indigenous population of Kununurra. All told, then, the 2001 total ERP 
of Kununurra is calibrated at almost 3,932, one quarter of whom are Indigenous. 

Applying this methodology throughout, the resident population of the Northern East 
Kimberley is estimated at 9,259 in 2001, almost half of which (4,317) is Indigenous. 
These derived estimates for the Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations are not 
inconsequential as they 22% and 27% higher than the reported census usual residence 
counts respectively.



 10  ABORIGINAL PROFILES FOR DEVELOPMENT PLANNING  11DEMOGRAPHY OF THE EAST KIMBERLEY AND NORTHERN EAST KIMBERLEY 

Table 2.2.     Ratio allocation of the 2001 East Kimberley ERP to Indigenous Areas in the 

Northern East Kimberley

Indigenous 

Area

Indigenous 

%  of E-Kim 

UR count

Non-

Indigenous 

% of 

E-Kim  UR 

resident 

Derived 

Indigenous 

ERP

Derived 

Non-

Indigenous 

ERP

Derived 

total  

ERP

Indigenous 

% of  total 

derived 

ERP

Kununurra 16.8 56.5 1,009 2,923 3,932 25.7

Wyndham 10.3 7.2 617 374 991 62.3

Oombulgurri 3.2 0.3 193 15 208 92.8

Kalumburu 5.3 0.9 319 46 365 87.5

Lake Argyle 4.5 20.2 270 1,046 1,316 20.5

W/E-Kim (W) 2.8 2.0 169 102 271 62.2

Woolah 0.9 0.1 54 3 57 94.4

Warmun 5.4 0.6 324 31 355 91.2

Halls Creek 18.9 5.7 1,131 294 1,425 79.4

Halls Creek (N) 3.8 2.1 231 108 339 68.2

Study region 71.9 95.5 4,317 4,942 9,259 46.5

Note:      UR = usual residence

A striking feature of these estimates is the fact that most areas of the Northern East 
Kimberley have overwhelmingly Aboriginal populations. The main exceptions are the 
Kununurra and Lake Argyle Indigenous Areas where the demographic influence of 
urban development and the Argyle mine are in evidence. The overall effect of this is to 
reduce the Aboriginal share of population in the Northern East Kimberley to less than 
50%—clearly a misleading statistic that does not account for the demographic influence 
of Kununurra and the Argyle mine site. Also worth noting is the fact that 72% of the 
Indigenous population resident in the East Kimberley as a whole is located within this 
Northern region. This compares to 95% of the non-Indigenous population. 

Population growth

East Kimberley

Time series analysis of these estimated populations is rendered problematic by changes 
in census geography at the small area level. However, it is possible to adjust Indigenous 
and non-indigenous ERPs for the whole of the East Kimberley for the period 1981 to 
1991 to account for those who did not report their Indigenous status, and then to apply 
an approximation of census undercount based on the levels suggested by the 1996 and 
2001 ERPs. The results of this manipulation are shown in Table 2.3. The same data are 
shown graphically in Figure 2.1. 
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Table 2.3.    Deriveda and actual ERPsb by Indigenous status:  East Kimberley region,c 

                        1981–2001

Year Indigenous Non-Indigenous Total

1981 3,618 3,712 7,330

1986 4,175 4,525 8,700

1991 4,041 4,428 8,469

1996 4,877 4,507 9,394

2001 6,000 5,176 11,176

Notes:     a. Indigenous and non-Indigenous estimates derived from total ERPs for the years 1981, 1986 and 1991

                b. ABS generated Indigenous and non-Indigenous ERPs for 1996 and 2001

                c. Wyndham-East Kimberley and Halls Creek SLAs

Figure 2.1.     Indigenous and non-Indigenous estimated population levels:  East Kimberley, 
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With the exception of 1991, this produces a curve of steady upward growth for both 
populations over the past 20 years. Of particular note is the fact that in 1996 the Indigenous 
population exceeded the non-Indigenous population (Figure 1). In 1981, the Indigenous 
share of the resident regional population was 49% and by 2001 it was 54%.
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The study region

As a result of boundary changes over this period, what is less clear is how the balance 
of the estimated Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations within the Northern East 
Kimberley has shifted over time. An area approximating this region can be identified for 
1981 using CDs, although usual residence counts were not available at this geographic level 
in 1981. Nonetheless, Indigenous and total place of enumeration counts are available at 
CD-level, and these can be used to begin to establish some sense of the population pattern. 
According to these figures, the Indigenous population counted within the study region 
(2,294) was only 36% of the total at that time. Of course, many of those counted were 
temporary visitors to the region, and the vast majority of these were non-Indigenous. If 
these are discounted, then the Indigenous share rises to 64.8%.

While it is difficult, in retrospect, to assess the quality of census counts in 1981, especially 
for the Indigenous population, at the very least an attempt can be made to adjust these 
counts to create 1981 population estimates benchmarked against the regional ERP, in much 
the same way as has been done for 2001 in Table 2.3. Such estimates for the Indigenous 
population within each component part of the study region2 are shown in Table 2.4, 
along with calculations of the numeric and percentage change in population numbers 
to 2001. 

Table 2.4.      Indigenous derived ERPs for Indigenous Areas in the Northern East Kimberley,

                        1981 and 2001

Indigenous Area Derived 

Indigenous 

ERP 1981

Derived 

Indigenous 

ERP 2001

Numeric 

change 

1981–2001

%  change 

1981–2001

Annual % 

change

Kununurra 494 1,009 515 104.2 5.2

Wyndham 343 617 274 80.0 4.0

Oombulgurri 204 193 -9 -4.4 -0.2

Kalumburu 202 319 117 57.9 2.9

Lake Argyle 154 270 116 75.3 3.8

W/E-Kim (W) 40 169 129 322.5 16.1

Woolah 52 54 2 3.8 0.2

Warmun 217 324 107 49.3 2.5

Halls Creek 566 1,131 565 99.8 5.0

Halls Creek (N) 326 231 -95 -29.1 -1.4

Total region 2,599 4,317 1,718 66.1 3.3

A number of features emerge from these data. First, the overall annual growth rate of 
the Indigenous population in the Northern East Kimberley (3.3%) is slightly above what 
might have been expected due to natural increase. This suggests that some movement of 
Indigenous population into the area has occurred over the 20 year period. Second, there is 
considerable variation in growth between different localities and areas within the region. 
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On the whole, urban centres display the highest rates of growth, at levels pointing to net 
in-migration. Some communities appear to have remained more or less static in population 
size, suggesting net out-migration. In terms of redistribution, there appears to have been 
population loss in the southern part of the region, and population increase in the north-
western area. However, this apparent loss in the south may simply reflect the relocation 
of people into places such as Warmun and Halls Creek. 

Service populations

Mention has been made of the fact that a relatively large proportion of the population 
present in the East Kimberley at any one time is comprised of individuals whose usual 
place of residence is elsewhere. At the 2001 Census, just over 3,000 people, or 22% of the 
enumerated population in the East Kimberley, fell into this category. The vast majority of 
these, according to the census, were non-Indigenous people. Typically, in a region such as 
this, most such non-residents would be tourists and others would be temporary workers 
(Bell and Ward 2000). Some sense of the scale of such movement through the region is 
provided by data on estimated overnight visitor numbers in East Kimberley towns in 
1994–95, with 70,000 reported in Kununurra, 47,000 in Wyndham, and 32,000 in Halls 
Creek (Kimberley Development Commission 1997: 36). 

This addition to the resident population caused by the temporary movement of people 
into and out of the region is significant in remote areas such as the Kimberley as it more 
than offsets any population loss due to out-migration (Bell 2001: 13–14). It also adds to 
pressure on selected local services, whilst at the same time generating extra demand for 
goods and services and thereby enhancing regional economies of scale. To this extent, 
temporary migrants form an important element of the regional economy. 

By their very nature, though, temporary movers are elusive in the context of formal 
statistical collection, and this is particularly the case among Indigenous populations in 
remote regions as they are frequently mobile over the short term (Taylor 1998). While this 
may lead to undercounting of the population at census time (Martin and Taylor 1996), it 
can also produce wide discrepancies between client-based population lists (for example, 
in the form of clinic registers) and official head counts. 

For this reason,  the Ord Valley Aboriginal Medical Service based in Kununurra maintains 
records of all its regular Aboriginal clients and it divides them into those who have a 
home address of Kununurra, and those whose address is via Kununurra, which essentially 
refers to surrounding (and distant) communities and outstations. In January 2003, the 
total numbers counted in this way amounted to 1,644 within Kununurra and 197 outside. 
It is interesting to compare at least the first of these figures with the derived Indigenous 
ERP for Kununurra of 1,009 as shown in Table 2.4. While direct comparison of these 
population levels is not possible owing to the different methods upon which they are 
based, the fact that the health service-based figure is almost two-thirds higher than the 
census-based estimate suggests that either the census-based estimate is too low, or that 
the health service-based figure includes individuals that the census might have counted as 
usual residents of places other than Kununurra. Resolution of such differences is no easy 
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matter, and is beyond the scope of the present study. Suffice to say that such a variation 
underscores the fact that the numbers actually demanding and utilising services in the 
region may often exceed official estimates. 

Population distribution

The nature and extent of Aboriginal participation in the regional economy can be 
greatly affected by the spatial distribution and residential structure of the population. 
One way of depicting this distribution has already been presented using IAs 
(Table 2.4) which shows that almost two-thirds of the Aboriginal population in the 
Northern East Kimberley (64%) is located in one of the three urban centres—an increase 
on the estimated 54% in 1981. This compares to 73% of the non-Indigenous population, 
a proportion that would be higher if those resident at the Argyle mine site were to be 
included. While there appears to have been a shift over time towards more urban residence, 
there is a problem in reading too much into this trend as the particular census geographic 
units employed here mask the considerable diversity of residential circumstances of 
Aboriginal people within the region.

Fortunately, the ABS has acquired a new means of representing Indigenous population 
distribution via the CHINS survey. This is rolled out ahead of the national census and 
includes an estimate of the resident population of all discrete Indigenous communities 
across the nation. According to the 2001 CHINS, a total of 55 discrete Aboriginal 
communities were located within the Northern East Kimberley with a collective estimated 
population of 2,879.3 A number of these communities are town camps, some are larger 
service centres and townships, while most are outstations. Figure 2.2 shows the size of 
these settlements ranked in size order. There are five communities of between 200 and 
450 persons (Kalumburu, Warmun, Oombulgurri, Mirima, and Mardiwa Loop). Below 
this are six communities of between 50 and 199 persons. At the bottom of the hierarchy 
is a long tail of some 44 very small communities of less than 50 persons. 

Figure 2.2.   Rank size distribution of discrete Aboriginal communities in the Northern 

East Kimberley, 2001

Source:   ABS CHINS 2001 Confidentialised Unit Record File
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These communities are distributed widely across the region, though with some clustering 
in and around Kununurra and Halls Creek, as well as close to other ‘service’ centres, such 
as Warmun, from which they represent an offshoot. This spatial fragmentation, borne of 
legal access to traditional lands, creates contrasting conditions for economic participation: 
on the one hand it presents a potential barrier to mainstream participation, while on the 
other hand it is a necessary feature of the customary economic sector.

Figure 2.3.   Distribution of discrete Indigenous communities in the Northern East 

Kimberley, 2001 
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Age composition

A further demographic feature that has implications for current economic status and future 
economic need is the contrast between the age distribution of the Indigenous and non-
Indigenous populations (as shown in Figure 2.4) for the East Kimberley region as a whole. 
For the Indigenous population, several features are noteworthy. First, the broad base of 
the age pyramid describes a population with continued high fertility (a Total Fertility Rate 
(TFR) of 3.3). Second, the rapid taper with advancing age highlights continued high adult 
mortality. Using the ABS experimental Indigenous life table for the Northern Territory 
(which arguably reflects age-specific mortality rates closest to those of the East Kimberley 
population), life expectancies for males and females are seemingly stuck at around 56 and 
63 years respectively, with much of the excess mortality occurring in adult ages (ABS 
2002b). Third, uniformity in the decline of population with age suggests net inter-regional 
migration balance. Finally, the relatively large numbers of women in the childbearing ages, 
and the even larger cohorts beneath them, indicate substantial population momentum 
with associated high potential for future growth in numbers. Actual numbers in each age 
group are shown for Indigenous males and females in Table 2.5.

Figure 2.4.   Distribution of the Indigenous and non-Indigenous populationsa of the East 

Kimberley by age and sex, 2001

Note:      a. Based on 2001 ABS ERP

By contrast, the non-Indigenous age distribution is typical of a population that is subject 
to selective inter-regional migration producing net gains among those of working age and 
their accompanying children, and net losses in the teen ages and at retirement. Underlying 
this pattern are high rates of population turnover (Taylor and Bell 1999). Furthermore, 
stability in the shape of the non-Indigenous age pyramid over time reflects the on-going 
role of this region within the Western Australian economy as a place of selective migration 
tied to short-term employment opportunity (Bell and Maher 1995).  
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The study region

For the population in the study region, place of enumeration data are utilised to examine 
whether any variation is evident in the age distribution of those Indigenous people 
counted in the three towns of Kununurra, Wyndham and Halls Creek as opposed to those 
counted in rural communities. The idea here is that the towns may be more attractive to 
certain age groups since they contain high schools and post-secondary training facilities, 
and are the focus of most mainstream employment in the region. Table 2.6 examines this 
proposition for Aboriginal residents of the region and the data show very little variation 
between town and country populations. If anything, the age profile in towns is slightly 
older, especially among females, but the proportion of the population in the young adult 
age group of 15-24 is lower in towns than in communities. In both sets of locations, the 
age pattern is very similar to that described by the ERP for the East Kimberley as a whole, 
with around 40% of the population under 15 years of age and very low proportions of 
people over 65 years.

Table 2.5.     Estimated Indigenous resident population by five year age group and sex: 

Northern East Kimberley, 2001

 Males Females Total

0-4 293 313 606

5-9 303 250 553

10-14 260 256 516

15-19 246 212 458

20-24 183 202 385

25-29 168 178 345

30-34 167 158 325

35-39 132 141 273

40-44 91 112 202

45-49 89 89 178

50-54 58 62 120

55-59 58 50 107

60-64 35 42 78

65-69 36 31 67

70-74 14 22 36

75+ 35 33 68

Total 2,166 2,151 4,317
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Table 2.6.     Percentage age distribution of the Indigenous population counted in 

communities and towns within the Northern East Kimberley, 2001

Communities Towns

Males Females Total Males Females Total

0-4 12.8 15.5 14.1 15.0 14.2 14.5

5-14 25.3 24.9 25.1 26.2 21.8 23.8

15-24 22.0 19.8 21.0 16.8 18.4 17.6

25-44 26.3 24.3 25.4 24.8 29.9 27.5

45-64 9.8 10.5 10.1 13.1 11.6 12.3

65+ 3.8 5.0 4.4 4.2 4.2 4.2

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source:   Indigenous Area Profiles, ABS Cat. no. 2002.0

Population projections

To date, planning processes in Indigenous communities have all too often relied on dated 
demographic information. This creates a sense of uncertainty in assessing the adequacy of 
policy to address shortfalls in social and economic infrastructure. Such policy development 
is typically reactive to needs as they become evident (for example, in terms of post facto 
responses to housing shortages), as opposed to being proactive in seeking to anticipate 
and plan for expected requirements. However, being proactive requires a measure of 
future requirements for government works and services, and this is something that is 
only rarely achieved for Indigenous communities. This is not the case for mainstream 
communities throughout Australia where the approach to settlement planning is much 
more prospective. 

For example, State and local government planning authorities routinely develop future 
scenarios and often seek budgetary allocations on the basis of anticipated needs. A key 
element in this process is the production of small-area population projections or forecasts. 
While the ABS provides official projections of State and Territory and SLA populations, 
the individual States and Territories, in turn, also produce regional and local area 
projections, often down to the Local Government Area level (Bell 1992; W.A. Ministry of 
Planning 2000). For these purposes a standard cohort-component methodology is generally 
applied, and this practice is adopted here to project the Indigenous population of the 
East Kimberley as a whole to 2016. Future population numbers in the study region are 
then derived pro rata. 

Projection assumptions

The cohort-component method carries forward the preliminary 2001 Indigenous ERP for 
the East Kimberley to 2016 by successive five-year periods. The projection is based on 
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ageing the population by five-year blocks, subjecting each group to age- and sex-specific 
mortality, fertility and net migration regimes as follows:

•     Survival rates from the Indigenous life tables for the Northern Territory (ABS 2002b) 
are applied on the assumption that these are more likely to reflect the mortality 
profile of Indigenous people in the study region than rates derived from the Western 
Australian life table. These rates are also held constant for the projection period 
because evidence shows that life expectancy generally for Indigenous people in recent 
times has shown no sign of improvement (Kinfu and Taylor 2002). 

•     Age specific fertility rates based on births to Indigenous women in the Western 
Australian Midwives Notification System for the SLAs of Wyndham-East Kimberley 
and Halls Creek are applied. These data produce a TFR of 3.3, which is substantially 
higher than the Indigenous TFR of 2.2 for Western Australia as a whole and is more 
in line with rates reported from similar remote regions of Northern Australia (Taylor 
& Bell 2001).

•     In the absence of an operational model of migration, and in light of the erratic pattern 
displayed by net migration estimates (Taylor & Bell 2001), net migration is held at 
zero for all ages.

•     No allowance is made for population change via shifts in Indigenous identification.

Projection results

The actual projection is conducted separately for males and females in five-year blocks 
from 2001 to 2016. Projected births for the 2001-2006 period are added to the existing 
2001 population (see Table 2.5) and each cohort is then subjected to respective survival 
rates to arrive at an estimate of the population in each age group in 2006. This process is 
continued through to 2016. 

Projections of the non-Indigenous population are more problematic. One approach to 
developing these might be to derive them as a residual between the Indigenous projections 
and projections of the total regional population. Projections for the total population were 
produced by the Western Australian Ministry of Planning using 1996 ERPs as the base, 
but at the time of writing 2001-based projections had not been prepared. However, given 
that the assumptions underlying the development of estimates for the Indigenous and 
total populations are inevitably quite different, the creation of a residual (non-Indigenous) 
population in this way is statistically problematic. Any estimation and projection of a 
‘non-Indigenous’ population would need to be guided by its own unique underlying 
assumptions, and the development of these is beyond the scope of the present exercise. 
Indeed, the social construction of such a population raises questions as to whether it is 
statistically possible at all. For these reasons, projections of the non-Indigenous population 
are not presented here.
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Table 2.7.     Indigenous population of the East Kimberley Region by five year age group: 

2001 and 2016

Age group ERP 2001 Projection 2016 Net change % change

0-4 842 1,089 247 29.3

5-9 769 986 217 28.2

10-14 717 893 176 24.5

15-19 637 837 200 31.4

20-24 535 755 220 41.1

25-29 480 694 214 44.6

30-34 452 604 152 33.6

35-39 379 498 119 31.4

40-44 281 433 152 54.1

45-49 247 385 138 55.9

50-54 167 310 143 85.6

55-59 149 218 69 46.3

60-64 108 174 66 61.1

65-69 93 103 10 10.8

70-74 50 74 24 48.0

75+ 94 44 -50 -53.2

Total 6,000 8,098 2,098 35.0

Indigenous population totals projected to 2016 for the East Kimberley region are shown in 
Table 2.7 by five year age group, together with numeric and percentage change from the 
2001 ERP. Overall, by 2016, the Indigenous population is projected to increase by 35% (or 
2.3% per annum) to reach a population of 8,098, an increase of just over 2,000 persons. If 
the Northern East Kimberley retains its 2001 share of this wider regional population (72%), 
then the projected Indigenous population of the study region in 2016 will be 5,831 (an 
increase of 1,514). As shown by the percentage change by age group, much of this growth 
will occur in the working age groups with the population aged between 15 and 50 years 
increasing by some 1,338. Once again, if the Northern East Kimberley share remains the 
same, then numbers in this working age range will increase by around 1,000.

While this projection is correct according to the algorithms applied, it is only preliminary 
and there are several refinements that, if developed, would provide for greater certainty 
in the assumptions. In particular, there may be scope for some refinement of net migration 
assumptions based on a greater appreciation of regional economic development plans, 
especially in regard to Indigenous employment targets, and other social and economic 
factors that may induce migration. An allied issue here would be the need for more detailed 
analysis of inter-regional population movement for education and training purposes. 
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One device frequently deployed to canvass a range of possible projection outcomes is 
the calculation of several projection series based on varying assumptions. The current 
calculations involve the use of only one series. An obvious option, then, for further 
development of these projections would be to generate alternative scenarios based 
on possible combinations of falling/rising/stable fertility and mortality and varying 
assumptions about net migration. While there is some heuristic potential here, it obviously 
makes sense to base such exploration on plausible indicators, and so the indicators 
themselves would also need to be assessed.

In using the projections as a means of targeting policy, it is possible to estimate the future 
size of the Indigenous and non-Indigenous resident labour force by applying labour force 
participation rates to the projected working-age populations. If likely future trends in 
employment numbers could also be established, then the quantum of need for additional 
job creation may be calculated according to specified or agreed employment levels. This 
exercise would essentially represent a regionalised version of similar calculations of 
Indigenous employment demand made at the national level (Taylor and Hunter 1998; 
Hunter, Kinfu and Taylor 2003).

Notes

1.   Discrete communities are defined by the ABS as geographic locations that are 
bounded by physical or cadastral boundaries, and inhabited or intended to be 
inhabited predominantly by Indigenous people (more than 50 per cent), with 
housing and infrastructure that is either owned or managed on a community basis 
(ABS, 2000: 66).

2.   This same calculation cannot be made for the non-Indigenous population at the 
Indigenous Area level, or for the study region as a whole, owing to the large proportion 
of non-usual residents in the non-Indigenous place of enumeration count.

3.   This CHINS reports estimates of the usual resident population of each community 
based on information provided to survey collectors by key informants in community 
housing organisations, councils and resource centres.       




