
 23ABORIGINAL PARTICIPATION IN THE REGIONAL LABOUR MARKET 

3.  Aboriginal participation in the regional labour 
market

As with most Aboriginal settlements in north Australia, those in the Northern East 
Kimberley were established without a modern economic base, and have not subsequently 
acquired one, at least not in a manner that is currently sustainable beyond the provisions 
of the welfare state. Basically, the shift out of pastoral employment a generation ago has 
yet to be replaced with any firm engagement by local Aboriginal people in the emergent 
regional labour market which is dominated by employment in irrigated agriculture, 
mining, tourism, and the provision of government services. 

While it is true that the overall employment rate for Aboriginal people in the East 
Kimberley as a whole has risen since 1981 from around 39% of all adults to 46%, net gains 
in employment over this period have been due entirely to the expansion of CDEP scheme 
activities. This is underlined by the fact that the employment rate net of CDEP—what can 
be described as the mainstream employment rate—actually fell from 39% to only 16%. 
To be fair, some of this decline reflects the substitution effect of CDEP, with many jobs 
that might otherwise be classified as part of the mainstream labour market (especially in 
the provision of local government-type services) being absorbed by the scheme. 

In effect, though, the decline in the Aboriginal mainstream employment rate serves to 
emphasise the rise to dominance of CDEP in the regional Aboriginal labour market. In 
1981, there were no CDEP schemes in the East Kimberley, and the 750 Aboriginal people 
recorded in employment were therefore in the mainstream labour market. By the time of 
the 2001 Census, there were 7 CDEP schemes in the study region with 838 participants, 
but only 428 Aboriginal people in the mainstream workforce. Over the same period, 
mainstream employment among non-Aboriginal residents of the region increased by 
32%, while employment at Argyle for non-residents via fly-in fly-out also grew. Census 
data on industry of employment for non-Aboriginal usual residents of the region suggest 
that 103 (20%) of the 525 non-Aboriginal workers at the mine site in 2001 were drawn 
from local sources. 

While the regional labour market has grown in both size and complexity, Aboriginal 
participation has receded. In effect, the past 30 years have witnessed a simple shift from an 
historical Aboriginal association with private sector employment in the form of the pastoral 
industry, to an association with the government sector in the form of CDEP. Beyond this, 
as noted, only 16% of Aboriginal adults now participate in the mainstream labour market 
compared to 82% of non-Aboriginal residents. This structural gap in employment, together 
with low levels of Aboriginal labour force participation, has significant consequences 
for current Aboriginal economic status, as well as for consideration of future options 
regarding Aboriginal participation in the regional economy.  
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There are three reasons for this. First of all, regardless of whatever targets might be met 
in respect of local employment at Argyle mine, the major regional impacts on Aboriginal 
people in terms of raising their overall labour force and economic status are likely to 
depend more on administrative and funding decisions regarding CDEP than anything 
else. Thus, future growth of the scheme is dependent on ever expanding resources from 
government, while the current welfare basis for CDEP funding leaves little scope for 
advancing employment beyond part-time hours with corresponding low income return.

Second, CDEP would inevitably form part of any comprehensive planning for regional 
economic development focused on future activities at Argyle mine. This is because 
much of the locally based potential workforce for the mine would in all likelihood be 
currently engaged by a CDEP scheme and be building necessary skills and experience 
via such employment. Also, many of the regional multipliers from Argyle in the form of 
enterprise development are likely to accrue to CDEP schemes given their predominant 
role in pursuing such opportunities.

Finally, the extent of reliance on CDEP for generating employment opportunities in the 
region places a premium on the local workforce targets of Argyle as the main opportunity 
in the foreseeable future for creating and hopefully sustaining at least some growth in 
Aboriginal mainstream employment. To date, the indications that ADM’s apparently 
ambitious targets might be met have been encouraging. What remains unclear, though, 
is whether there will be any discernable impact on regional labour force and economic 
indicators if such targets are met. The essential background to considering this question 
is one of high projected growth in the Aboriginal working age population set against 
future job needs and likely employment outcomes. 

Regional labour force status

Rates of labour force status and estimated levels are shown for Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal residents of the study region in Table 3.1. Three standard indicators of labour 
force status are established: 

1.   the employment/population ratio, representing the percentage of persons aged 15 years 
and over who indicated in the census that they were in employment (either in CDEP 
or in mainstream work) during the week prior to enumeration; 

2.   the unemployment rate, expressing those who indicated that they were not in 
employment but had actively looked for work during the four weeks prior to 
enumeration, as a percentage of those aged 15 years and over;

3.   the labour force participation rate, representing persons in the labour force (employed 
and unemployed) as a percentage of those of working age.
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Table 3.1.     Labour force status ratesa and estimated levels for Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal residents of the Northern East Kimberley, 2001

Employed Unemployed Not in the 

labour force

Total 15+

CDEP Mainstream

Levels

Aboriginal 779 428 132 1,302 2,641

Non-Aboriginal 55 3,222 83 614 3,974

Rates

Aboriginal 29.5 16.2 5.0 49.3 100.0

Non-Aboriginal 1.4 81.3 2.1 15.5 100.0

Note:       a. Excludes labour force status not stated

Source:    ABS 2001 Census of Population and Housing, customised tables

Overall, the size of the regional labour force (all residents employed in CDEP and 
mainstream work plus those unemployed) amounts to 4,699. However, with almost 
half (1,302) of all Aboriginal adults not in the labour force (according to the census 
definition), as much as 71% of the resident regional labour force is non-Aboriginal. Some 
of the estimated levels of Aboriginal labour force status have caveats attached. First of 
all, the 779 indicated by ABS statistics in CDEP employment is somewhat lower than the 
838 Aboriginal participants in the scheme recorded by ATSIC at the same time as the 2001 
Census. This variation may reflect the fact that the census records employment in the 
‘last’ week, while CDEP work is intermittent and predominantly part-time. It may also 
reflect residual census undercount not accounted for by the estimation of employment 
levels. Also noticeable is that the census-recorded unemployment rate appears very low 
when set against the 600 Aboriginal clients of Centrelink who were in receipt of Newstart 
Allowance at the time of the 2001 Census. However, many of these are exempt from 
activity testing and may well have been recorded under CDEP or not in the labour force 
in census data. Indeed, given the administratively determined nature of much Aboriginal 
economic activity in the region, the boundaries between officially recorded employment, 
unemployment, and consequent labour force participation rates, are sufficiently blurred 
that all these data should be approached with some caution. They are best seen as rough 
estimates rather than as robust indicators.

Of particular interest for social impact planning is the distribution of employment and 
related labour force status by age. This is shown in Figure 3.1 for Aboriginal residents 
of the Northern East Kimberley with the actual rates provided in Table 3.2. The most 
striking feature is the fact that participation in CDEP is higher than participation in 
mainstream employment among youth and those of younger working age between 15 
and 44 years. Only in the 45-54 age group does mainstream employment outstrip CDEP.  
As expected, labour force participation is positively correlated with age up to 44 years, 
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but recedes rapidly thereafter, indicating a distinctly shortened working-life span. One 
prospect is that this reflects increased morbidity with advancing age, a proposition that 
will be tested later with hospital separations data. Thus, those most active in the labour 
market are generally under 45 years of age. To the extent that local recruitment for the 
mine workforce over the proposed extended life of Argyle mine is likely to be drawn from 
those aged 15-34 years in 2001, these data suggest that relatively few (an estimated 253) 
have experience in mainstream work, with the majority (507) in CDEP.

Figure 3.1.   Labour force status rates by age group: Aboriginal residents of the Northern 

East Kimberley, 2001

    

Table 3.2.     Labour force status rates by age group: Aboriginal residents of the Northern 

East Kimberley, 2001

CDEP Mainstream Unemployed NILF Total

15-24 32.1 14.3 8.4 45.2 100.0

25-34 35.3 19.7 6.7 38.3 100.0

35-44 32.5 24.0 7.0 36.5 100.0

45-54 23.1 25.5 1.2 50.2 100.0

55-64 15.8 13.8 3.9 66.5 100.0

65+ 4.1 0.0 0.0 95.9 100.0

Source:  ABS 2001 Census of Population and Housing, customised tables

Dependency ratios

Measures of the potential economic implications of a given age structure can be combined 
with data on labour force status to produce a range of dependency ratios. These are shown 
in Table 3.3 for the Aboriginal population of the Northern East Kimberley in 2001, with 
comparison drawn from Western Australia as a whole. The childhood dependency ratio is 
the simplest of these measures and expresses the number of children in the population 
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(aged 0-14 years) as a ratio of the working-age population (defined here as aged 15-55, 
given the significance of adult morbidity). Obviously, a ratio of 1.0 would indicate that 
the size of the two age groups is the same and that there is one person of working age 
for every child. A figure greater than 1.0 indicates more than one child to each person of 
working age, and less than 1.0 indicates less than one child to each person of working age. 
Obviously, this only provides an indication of the ratio of potential economic providers 
to dependents, as it takes no account of the economically inactive. 

Table 3.3.     Dependency ratios for the Aboriginal populations of the Northern East 

Kimberley and Western Australia, 2001

Dependency ratio Northern East Kimberley Western Australia

Childhood dependency 0.7 0.7

Childhood burden 1.3 1.6

Childhood burden (excl. CDEP) 3.9 2.3

Dependency ratio 2.7 2.2

Economic burden 2.6 2.9

Economic burden (excl. CDEP) 9.1 4.8

Source:  ABS 2001 Census of Population and Housing, customised tables and ABS cat no.

In the study region, the childhood dependency ratio was 0.73 which is similar to the 
0.72 reported for Aboriginal people generally in Western Australia. In effect, there are 
0.7 Aboriginal children to each Aboriginal adult of working age. While this may appear 
to be a favourable ratio at one level, it represents far more children per adult compared 
to the ratio of 0.29 recorded for the non-Aboriginal population of the region.

More refined measures of dependency incorporate some indication of the ability of 
working-age adults to support others. The childhood burden, for example, is defined 
as the ratio of the number of children to the number of employed persons. Once 
again, a figure of 1.0 indicates parity. According to census-based estimates, there were 
1.3 Aboriginal children to each employed adult if all those engaged by the CDEP scheme are 
considered to be in employment. If, however, this calculation is based on those employed 
only in non-CDEP work, then the ratio is much higher at 3.9. The fact that the equivalent 
ratio for all Aboriginal people in Western Australia is much lower at 2.3 underlines the 
considerable reliance on CDEP in the study region as the primary support mechanism for 
large numbers of child dependents. 

Another measure is provided by the dependency ratio which represents the ratio of 
children and economically inactive adults to the labour force (those employed plus those 
unemployed). This produces an average of 2.7 dependents per economically active person, 
but if the focus were solely on those in mainstream employment the dependency ratio 
would be much higher.
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Finally, the economic burden is a ratio of the number of children and economically inactive 
persons (including here those unemployed) to employed persons. This shows that for each 
employed Aboriginal person (including those in the CDEP scheme) there are 2.6 other 
Aboriginal people who are not employed, a figure similar to the state average. If, however, 
those in CDEP are excluded from the economically active then the economic burden in the 
study region is almost double the state average at 9.1 dependents per income earner. 

From a regional planning perspective, then, the youthful Aboriginal age profile is a key 
demographic feature when set against the relatively poor labour force status of adults. 
In effect, there are 9 dependents, on average, for each Aboriginal employee in the 
mainstream labour market. This represents a notably higher economic burden for the 
regional Aboriginal population than recorded for the Aboriginal population generally in 
Western Australia. However, perhaps of more significance in the local context of access 
to resources and consumer spending, is the fact that the burden is massively higher than 
observed among non-Aboriginal residents of the region (0.5 dependents per income earner) 
with whom Aboriginal residents can draw direct comparison. 

Industry and occupation

In the final analysis, employment is a means to personal income generation, while the 
amount generated is determined largely by occupational status. In turn, the availability of 
particular occupations within a region is partly related to the industry mix of economic 
activities. Thus, the relative distribution of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal employment 
by industry and occupational category is a vital feature of participation in the regional 
labour market and this is shown in Figures 3.2 and 3.3 for male and female workers 
respectively.

Figure 3.2.   Distribution of resident Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal male employment by 

industry division:  Northern East Kimberley, 2001

Key:         1.Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing. 2. Mining. 3. Manufacturing. 4. Electricity, Gas and Water Supply.  5. Construction. 

6. Wholesale Trade.  7. Retail Trade.  8. Transport and Storage. 9. Communication Services. 10. Finance and Insurance. 

11. Property and Business Services. 12. Government Administration and Defence. 13. Health and Community 

Services. 14. Cultural and Recreational Services. 15. Personal and Other Services.
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Figure 3.3.   Distribution of resident Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal female employment 

by industry division:  Northern East Kimberley, 2001

Key:         1.Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing. 2. Mining. 3. Manufacturing. 4. Electricity, Gas and Water Supply.  5. Construction. 

6. Wholesale Trade.  7. Retail Trade.  8. Transport and Storage. 9. Communication Services. 10. Finance and Insurance. 

11. Property and Business Services. 12. Government Administration and Defence. 13. Health and Community 

Services. 14. Cultural and Recreational Services. 15. Personal and Other Services.

Clearly, the distribution of Aboriginal employment by industry division for both males 
and females is quite different from that of their respective non-Aboriginal counterparts. 
Aboriginal employment is heavily concentrated in government administration, which 
in effect reflects the census classification of much CDEP employment. Another focus for 
both Aboriginal males and females is in health and community services and personal 
service industries, while agriculture (the pastoral industry) also appears as a relatively 
prominent employer of Aboriginal male labour. Overall, though, there is little difference 
in industry distribution between Aboriginal males and females, as indicated by an index 
of dissimilarity of only 17.8 (see endnote for explanation).1 

However, the same cannot be said for the comparison of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
industry distribution. Clearly, the non-Aboriginal workforce is more widely spread across 
a range of industry categories with some emphasis on agriculture, construction, retailing, 
and transport among males, and on agriculture, retailing, government administration 
and health and community services among females. Of interest is the fact that mining 
represents a relatively small employer of the locally resident non-Aboriginal workforce. If 
non-resident workers were included as part of the make up of the regional labour market 
then the mining sector would dominate the overall profile with a total of 573 full-time 
equivalent workers on site at Argyle alone in 2001. 

The actual scale of difference between the percentage representation of Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal workers in each industry division is shown in Table 3.4 with negative signs 
indicating those industries where Aboriginal workers are under-represented compared to 
non-Aboriginal workers. Clearly, the retail industry stands out in this regard for both males 
and females, followed by agriculture, construction and transport and storage industries. 
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The overwhelming representation of Aboriginal workers in government administration, 
and to a lesser extent in health and community services, is also highlighted. These 
variations contribute to relatively high indices of dissimilarity, especially for males. In 
short, if the Aboriginal workforce were to participate in the industry mix of the regional 
labour market in the same fashion as non-Aboriginal workers, then according to the index 
of dissimilarity more than half of them (53.3%) would need to change their industry of 
employment. Obviously, this would represent a substantial restructure.

Table 3.4.     Differentials in employment distribution between Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal workers by industry division:  Northern East Kimberley, 2001

Industry division Difference in per cent employed

Males Females Total

Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing -7.8 -7.0 -7.3

Mining -2.5 0.8 -1.0

Manufacturing -3.7 -2.6 -3.1

Electricity, Gas and Water Supply -0.6 -0.7 -0.5

Construction -7.7 -3.4 -5.8

Wholesale Trade -5.9 -2.3 -4.4

Retail Trade -14.5 -23.8 -18.6

Transport and Storage -8.6 -2.6 -5.8

Communication Services -1.2 -1.2 -1.3

Finance and Insurance -0.3 -1.9 -1.0

Property and Business Services -4.1 -2.3 -3.6

Government Administration and Defence 36.6 30.9 34.2

Health and Community Services 6.8 7.3 6.7

Cultural and Recreational Services -0.6 -1.1 -0.9

Personal and Other Services 14.1 9.9 12.4

Index of dissimilarity 57.5 48.9 53.3

A similar scale of difference in workforce participation is evident in respect of occupational 
distributions (Figures 3.4 and 3.5). Much of this arises from the ABS tendency to code 
CDEP scheme workers as labourers and related workers. As a consequence, more than 
60% of Aboriginal male workers, and almost 40% of female workers are classified in this 
way. By contrast, non-Aboriginal workers are more evenly distributed across occupational 
groups, especially in the more skilled occupations in categories 1-4. There is evidence, 
however, that Aboriginal female workers gravitate to similar occupations as their non-
Aboriginal counterparts, especially as intermediate clerical, sales and service workers. This 
is reflected in a lower index of dissimilarity between female workers compared to male, 
while the index between Aboriginal male and female workers (35.6) is also considerably 
higher than recorded for industry divisions (Table 3.5). Overall, though, Aboriginal 
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workers are substantially under-represented in the more skilled occupations, especially 
males, and more than 40% would need to shift their occupational group if they were to 
match the skill set of the regional non-Aboriginal workforce.

Figure 3.4.   Distribution of resident Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal male employment by 

occupational group:  Northern East Kimberley, 2001

                

Key:         1.Managers and Administrators.  2. Professionals.  3. Associate Professionals.  4. Tradespersons and Related Workers. 

5. Advanced Clerical and Service Workers.  6. Intermediate Clerical, Sales and Service Workers.  7. Intermediate 

Production and Transport Workers.  8. Elementary Clerical, Sales and Service Workers.  9. Labourers and Related 

Workers.

Figure 3.5.   Distribution of resident Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal female employment 

by occupational group:  Northern East Kimberley, 2001

Key:         1.Managers and Administrators.  2. Professionals.  3. Associate Professionals.  4. Tradespersons and Related Workers. 

5. Advanced Clerical and Service Workers.  6. Intermediate Clerical, Sales and Service Workers.  7. Intermediate 

Production and Transport Workers. 8. Elementary Clerical, Sales and Service Workers.  9. Labourers and Related 

Workers.
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Table 3.5.     Differentials in employment distribution between Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal workers by occupational group:  Northern East Kimberley, 2001

Occupational group Difference in per cent employed

Males Females Total

Managers and Administrators -13.2 -4.8 -9.8

Professionals -8.4 -10.2 -9.0

Associate Professionals -7.0 -7.9 -7.3

Tradespersons and Related Workers -11.6 -0.6 -7.1

Advanced Clerical and Service Workers -0.4 -5.9 -2.6

Intermediate Clerical, Sales and Service Workers -1.3 4.6 1.3

Intermediate Production and Transport Workers -4.9 -0.9 -3.3

Elementary Clerical, Sales and Service Workers -0.7 -4.2 -2.0

Labourers and Related Workers 47.5 29.7 40.0

Index of dissimilarity 47.5 34.4 41.2

CDEP activities

One drawback of census-derived industry and occupational data is their tendency to 
apply blanket classification to CDEP scheme employment. As shown above, this results in 
a high concentration of Aboriginal employment in government administration (especially 
local government) and as labourers. It is also the case that because of the employment 
substitution effect of CDEP, much work classified as CDEP actually covers a wider range 
of industry and employment categories than is apparent from census coding. An example 
here would be CDEP work in an aquaculture project. If this were in the mainstream labour 
market it would be classified under agriculture, fishing and forestry as an industry, and 
the workers may well be classified as farm hands or skilled agricultural workers depending 
on the nature of the job. Instead, the tendency is for them to be classified as labourers 
in local government.

The argument here is that census coding of CDEP masks a good deal of diversity in the 
pattern of Aboriginal participation in the regional economy. One way to demonstrate this 
is to use information from the activity worksheets of CDEP schemes that provide details 
of individual economic activities. Among those listed within the region in 2003 are: 

      grading, fencing, road maintenance, plant maintenance and operation, manufacture 
of canvas products, manufacture of jewelry, school of the air, media, landscaping, 
sewing, house and other building construction, non-building construction, plumbing 
and electrical maintenance, pipe laying, painting and decorating, visual arts, ceramics, 
screen printing, market gardening, livestock management, pastoral work, rodeo horse 
training, vehicle repair, aquaculture, youth and men’s support activities, Centrelink 
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services, clinic assistants, teachers assistants, sport and recreation activities, office 
assistants, store assistants, police wardens, fruit growing, contract chipping of green 
waste, and retailing. 

Given the key role played by CDEP in terms of providing for Aboriginal employment 
in the region there is a need to fully acknowledge this diversity of economic activity 
and to explore ways in which vital elements might articulate with Argyle and other 
regionally-based developments either via direct contracting, sub-contracting and/or 
joint venturing. 

Argyle mine employment:  history and future targets

For the most part, since the commencement of mining at Argyle, Aboriginal employment 
has comprised only a small fraction of the total (Figures 3.6 and 3.7). From the first intake 
of 14 Aboriginal workers in 1985, accounting for 2.5% of the workforce, the number of 
Aboriginal people employed on-site at Argyle, and their proportional share of total on-site 
employment, rose to an initial peak in the early 1990s, only to fall away again to relatively 
low levels by the end of the 1990s. However, since 1999, with the introduction of company 
plans to enhance Aboriginal employment at the mine, the numbers have steadily increased 
with an initial ADM target of having Aboriginal employees comprise 15% of the total by 
2005 already exceeded by the end of 2003. In November 2003, the overall mine workforce 
had increased to 687, and fully 125 (18%) of these were Aboriginal (Figures 3.6 and 3.7). 
Part of this increase in both overall and Aboriginal numbers reflects the increased use of 
contracted labour from labour hire companies within the East Kimberley. At the end of 
2003, a total of 101 on-site workers (including some trainees) were sourced from Kimberley 
Crane Hire, Kimberley Group Training, and Countryman Hire. All of these are hired locally, 
and one-third (34) were Aboriginal people. Presently, 61% of ADM employees at Argyle 
mine are fly-in/fly-out (FI/FO) workers and these are almost all non-Aboriginal. 

This current situation represents the high watermark of Argyle operations over the past 
two decades in terms of workforce size and composition. Depending on the decision (due 
in 2005) to either proceed with the proposed underground mining operation, or to forgo 
this option and wind down pit production in 2007, finish processing in 2010, and then 
decommission the mine, future operations will look very different to those of the past 
20 years. If underground mining proceeds, this will involve overlapping construction 
phases leading to underground production alongside an extension of pit operations. It 
will involve a rapid winding back of the FI/FO workforce to just 20% with the bulk of 
the workforce sourced locally from within the East Kimberley region (defined in wider 
terms than just the Northern East Kimberley as it is based on a radius of reasonable weekly 
roster commuting time and therefore extends to the area south of Halls Creek and as far 
west as Fitzroy Crossing). Within this restructuring plan, ADM aims to ensure that at least 
50% of this locally-recruited workforce is made up of Aboriginal people. 
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Figure 3.6.   Aboriginal and total employment at Argyle Diamond Mine: 1983–2003

Source:   ADM Community Relations and Regional Business Development Units

Figure 3.7.   Aboriginal percentage of total Argyle mine workforce: 1983–2003

Source:   ADM Community Relations and Regional Business Development Units

As for the current ratio of local to non-local workers, in late 2001 the ADM Community 
Relations department conducted a survey of its Aboriginal mine workforce and 
determined that 71% were local workers from within the Northern East Kimberley region 
(20% from Wyndham, 25% from Kununurra, 21% from Halls Creek, 3% from Warmun, and 
3% from Wuggabin). The remaining 29% were from the West Kimberley and Perth. Thus, 
at the time of the 2001 Census, total Aboriginal employment at the mine site was 48, and 
from the above ratio 34 of these can be estimated to have been locally sourced (Table 3.6). 
In line with company efforts to recruit locally, by November of 2003 the ratio of local to 
non-local Aboriginal workers had risen from 71% to 95% (Table 3.6). 
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Table 3.6.     Summary of ADM employment mix 1985–2003 

Total ADM 

employees

Indigenous 

ADM 

employees

Indigenous 

employees as 

% of total

Indigenous 

employees 

sourced locally

Ratio of local/

non-local 

Indigenous  

employees

1985 560 14 2.5 ? ?

2001 573 48 8.4 34 0.71

2003 687 125 18.2 119 0.95

Source:   ADM Community Relations and Regional Business Development Units

The current mine workforce can be divided into four broad activity areas: asset 
management, production mining, production processing, and miscellaneous operational 
support areas such as security, health and safety, planning, and training (Table 3.7). Almost 
half of all Aboriginal employees (excluding contracted labour) are in production mining 
jobs, especially in loading and hauling. The remainder are scattered across the employment 
spectrum, though with some emphasis on asset management jobs such as maintenance. 
This focus on loading and hauling represents a much greater concentration of Aboriginal 
employment as these activities account for only 28% of non-Aboriginal employment. 

Table 3.7.     Distribution of ADM workforcea by employment area, 2003

Assett 

management

Production 

mining

Production  

processing

Support 

areas
Total

Locally 

sourced

Aboriginal 23 43 6 13 85

Non-

Aboriginal

12 43 11 13 79

Total 35 86 17 26 164

Fly-in/

Fly-out

Aboriginal 1 1 1 3 6

Non-

Aboriginal

124 125 65 100 414

Total 125 126 66 103 420

Total Aboriginal 24 44 7 16 91

Non-

Aboriginal

160 212 83 129 493

Total 184 256 90 145 584

Note:      a. Excluding contracted labour

Source:   ADM Regional Business Development Unit
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The future size and composition of the site-based workforce under the proposed 
underground mining phase is currently in design and subject to constant revision as 
uncertainties regarding work roles, shift lengths, and roster requirements are variously 
clarified. If the decision is made to proceed, the period between 2005 and 2012 will 
see substantial variation in workforce numbers with peaks and troughs evident before 
greater stability in workforce levels resumes with the focus solely on underground 
production and ore processing through to 2020. As Aboriginal employment targets are 
based on a proportional share of the total workforce, eventual numbers arising from these 
developments, if they occur, are equally uncertain at this point. However, as noted, the 
guiding principle is that at least half of the locally-sourced site-based workforce will be 
Aboriginal. On current indications (end of 2003), the size of the locally-sourced workforce 
by around 2013 will be in the region of 320 at 80% of the likely total workforce, and 
this will be a fairly steady figure throughout the rest of that decade. If half of these were 
Aboriginal this would translate into some 160 Aboriginal site-based workers. Compared 
to just 34 Aboriginal workers in 2001, this represents a substantial numeric increase. From 
a regional development perspective, the question is what impact would such an increase 
have on regional labour force status?

Estimating future labour force status

Clearly, the worsening economic status of Aboriginal people in the East Kimberley, as 
measured by the growing gap in relative regional incomes and increasing Aboriginal 
reliance on welfare, is to a large extent a function of their continued failure to adequately 
participate in the mainstream labour market. In recent years, the thrust of policy aimed 
at reducing welfare dependence and raising economic status has been towards increasing 
mainstream employment, especially in the private sector. As we have seen, this has not 
been adequately achieved, at least up to 2001. What then is the scale of the task ahead if 
the aims of policy remain the same, and what impact will the projected Argyle employment 
numbers have? To establish this, we can use the projection of the future size of the 
working age population shown in Table 2.7 and consider this against expected growth 
in employment. 

Aboriginal population totals for the Northern East Kimberley projected to 2016 are shown 
in Table 3.8 by selected age groups, 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 5,831—an increase of just over 1,500 
persons. As shown by the percentage change by age group, much of this growth will 
occur in the working age groups with the adult population over 15 years increasing by 
more than 1,100. Realistically, a focussed age grouping would be more appropriate for 
establishing future needs, but even if those in the age range 15-44 are selected as the ones 
most likely to be targeted for emerging opportunities in the regional labour market in the 
years ahead, this age group is still set to increase by 763. What are the implications, then, 
of these projections for future Indigenous employment requirements? 
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The answer to this depends very much on future prospects for additional Aboriginal job 
creation. To estimate this, the observed rate of growth in Aboriginal employment in the 
East Kimberley as a whole between 1996 and 2001 (1.8% per annum) is continued for the 
projection period. However, included in this is an assumption that CDEP will account 
for all of the net growth in Aboriginal jobs over the projection period. This reflects the 
situation between 1996 and 2001 as Aboriginal numbers employed in mainstream work 
actually fell during this time by 30%. At the same time, CDEP growth is augmented by the 
anticipated new jobs for Aboriginal workers to be created at Argyle assuming that planned 
targets are achieved. As noted above, compared to 2001, this represents an additional 126 
positions by 2016. Options for increased employment off-site via sub-contracting and joint 
venturing have not been included in this estimation for want of adequate data. 

Table 3.8.     Aboriginal population of the Northern East Kimberley by selected age 

groups:  2001 and 2016

Age group ERP 2001 Projection 2016 Net change % change

0-4 606 784 178 29.3

5-14 1,069 1,353 284 26.6

15-24 843 1,146 303 35.9

25-44 1,145 1,605 460 40.2

45-64 483 783 294 60.1

65+ 171 160 -11 -6.4

Total 4,317 5,831 1,514 35.1

Three future employment scenarios are explored in Table 3.9. The first considers the 
number of jobs that would be required by 2016 if the 2001 Indigenous employment/
population ratio were to remain unchanged at 45.7% (inclusive of CDEP). The answer 
is 1,688 or an additional 481. With 490 additional jobs expected to be produced 
(364 from continued expansion of CDEP and 126 from ADM targets for local employment), 
this means that there will be just enough extra jobs to maintain the status quo in terms 
of the overall employment/population ratio. In effect, then, no impact on the current 
employment rate is envisaged.

The second scenario considers the extra jobs required to maintain the reported mainstream 
employment population ratio of 16.2%. This reveals that job growth net of CDEP will 
be insufficient to match growth in the working age population resulting in a deficit of 
44 jobs and producing a reduction in the mainstream employment/population ratio from 
16.2 to 15.0. The final scenario considers the future job requirements necessary to raise 
the Indigenous employment/population ratio to the mainstream level recorded for non-
Aboriginal residents (81.3%). This produces a massive job deficit of 1,306 by 2016. In 
other words, the number of Aboriginal people in work across the Northern East Kimberley 
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would need to more than double over the 15 year period with almost 100 extra jobs 
required each year—a task of an order of magnitude way beyond the capacity of current 
policy settings, and clearly in excess of any impact due to ADM targets despite the fact 
that these are ambitious.

Table 3.9.     Extra Aboriginal jobs required in the Northern East Kimberley by 2016

Employment/

population 

ratio in 2001

Base 

employment 

2001

Total jobs 

required by 

2016

Extra jobs 

required by 

2016

Extra jobs 

likely by 

2016

Jobs deficit 

by 2016

45.7a 1,207 1,688d 481 490e 9

16.2b 428 598 170 126 -44

81.3c 1,207 3,003 1,796 490e -1,306

Notes:     a. The 2001 census-derived Aboriginal employment/population ratio inclusive of CDEP

                b. The 2001 census-derived Aboriginal employment/population ratio exclusive of CDEP (mainstream 

employment)

                c. The non-Aboriginal census-derived employment/population ratio in 2001

                d. Based on projection of working age population to 2016 (3,694) 

                e. Based on 1996-2001 Aboriginal regional employment growth rate of 1.8% p.a augmented by an additional 

126 ADM jobs based on local employment targets

To summarise, because of the relative balance between projected population growth 
and anticipated employment growth, even if the substantial ADM employment targets 
for local Aboriginal people are met this will not result in any noticeable change in the 
Aboriginal employment/population ratio according to the assumptions applied because 
of the relatively small numbers involved. This estimation is inclusive of further growth 
in CDEP scheme employment. If the focus is solely on sustaining current mainstream 
employment rates, then the ADM targets are definitely insufficient to impact on regional 
labour force status.2 In terms of actually improving Aboriginal labour force status to 
anything approaching the norm for non-Aboriginal residents of the region, this task is 
way beyond any impact that could emanate from employment at the mine site. 

This last observation raises the fact that no estimation has been made here regarding 
any enhanced labour market opportunity that might result for Aboriginal people as a 
consequence of work experience and/or training gained at ADM. Certainly, the number 
of individuals with work experience at the mine will undoubtedly exceed the number 
of those in such employment at any one time given the nature of turnover in the mine 
workforce, and the question arises as to whether work experience at Argyle leads on to 
work elsewhere within the region thereby raising overall Aboriginal employment levels. 
Other regional multipliers for Aboriginal employment may also emanate in the form of 
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sub-contracting and joint venturing with future mine operations, but the possible scale 
of these remains unknown at this stage. Having said that, some of this already occurs via 
intermediate labour market programs that are available to communities in the region to 
engage workers (often CDEP workers) in commercial-type operations with work experience 
on ADM related projects such as road maintenance. It is estimated by ADM that such 
activities could involve around 150 individuals over the next 5 years. More importantly, 
ADM has also established an Indigenous Employment and Training Strategy (2003-2007) 
with the Commonwealth Department of Employment and Workplace Relations (DEWR) 
worth $15m ($5m from DEWR and $10m from ADM) to provide employment and training 
for an additional 150 Aboriginal people via the ADM operation (Argyle Diamonds 2003). 
Aside from contributing to the achievement of ADM’s Aboriginal employment targets, 
the aim here is as much about providing accredited and transportable skills to enhance 
the capacity of local Aboriginal people to engage the regional labour market.

Whatever impact on Aboriginal labour force participation might arise from these efforts in 
coming years, the experience in recent years of an overall regional decline in Aboriginal 
mainstream employment, and the enormity of the task in hand required to turn this 
around, suggests that all areas of the regional labour market will need to be opened up 
as potential avenues for increased Aboriginal employment. This is particularly so among 
major regional employment sectors (tourism, agriculture, retailing, State government 
services) from which Aboriginal people are notably absent. If each of these were to achieve 
the same Aboriginal employment and training targets set by ADM for future years, and 
even if they matched those already achieved by ADM, only then would positive impact 
on regional labour force status be evident.

Notes

1.   In a statistical sense, segregation refers to the degree of difference in the pattern 
of proportional distribution between two otherwise similar sets of data. A relative 
measure of such difference is provided by a wide range of segregation indices, and 
one commonly used in studies of labour force segregation, the index of dissimilarity, 
is used here. This is calculated by summing the absolute difference between the 
percentage of all people employed in different industry categories and dividing the 
answer by two. Thus, an index g 17.8 indicates that 17.8 per cent of male (or female) 
workers would have to change their industry of employment if the distributions were 
to be the same.

2.  This is especially so as the definition of ‘locally-sourced’ used for future workforce 
estimates is geographically wider than the Northern East Kimberley region leading 
to potentially greater numbers in the numerator than might occur if the narrower 
geography (which defines the denominator) was applied.




