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4.  Employment and welfare income

Aboriginal people in the East Kimberley have a number of potential sources of cash 
income. These range from wage labour in CDEP, or in other more mainstream forms of 
work, unemployment benefit and other benefit payments from Centrelink, compensation 
or other agreed payments to traditional land owners, and private income from the sale of 
art works, crafts and other products. Set against these, of course, are routine deductions 
from income at source, such as those for house rent and power charges. 

Accurate data on income levels, and employment and non-employment sources of income, 
are notoriously difficult to obtain due to a variety of conceptual problems. For one thing, 
most measures of income refer to a period of time, such as annual or weekly income, 
whereas the flow of income to individuals and households within the region is often 
intermittent. Census data, for example, are collected for all sources of income in respect 
of a ‘usual week’ and then rounded up to annual income. What might constitute ‘usual 
weekly’ income in many Aboriginal households is difficult to determine. On the credit 
side, there is the likelihood of intermittent employment and windfall gains from sources 
such as gambling, cash loans, art work, and compensation payments. This sort of income 
combines with debits, for example due to loss of employment and cash transfers to others, 
to create a highly complex picture even over a short space of time, and one that census 
methods of data gathering are likely to misrepresent. 

Even if adequate questions were asked regarding income, high levels of population 
mobility would make it difficult to establish a consistent set of income recipients over 
a period of time. This is further complicated by job mobility with individuals often 
employed on a casual or part-time basis and moving into and out of longer-term jobs. As 
for the circulation of cash between individuals and households, information on this is non-
existent. Also lacking are data on expenditure, although a common pattern reported from 
elsewhere is one of cash feast and famine against a background of high costs for essentials 
such as food and transport (Beck 1985: 89; Rowse 1988; Taylor and Westbury 2000).

The most comprehensive public source of income data for the region based on a consistent 
methodology is available from the census. It should be noted, however, that census data 
report income in categories, with the highest category left open-ended. Consequently, 
actual incomes have to be derived. In estimating total and mean incomes, the mid-point 
for each income category is used on the assumption that individuals are evenly distributed 
around this mid-point. The open-ended highest category is problematic, but it is arbitrarily 
assumed that the average income received by individuals in this category was one-and-
a-half times the lower limit of the category. 

Also, the gross income reported in the census is intended to include family allowances, 
pensions, unemployment benefits, student allowances, maintenance, superannuation, 
wages, salary, dividends, rents received, interest received, business or farm income, and 
worker’s compensation received. Whether all such sources are reported is unknown. One 
distinct advantage of census data, however, is that it provides a means by which an estimate 
of dependence on income from welfare can be derived. This is done by cross-tabulating 
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data on income with labour force status as a basis for distinguishing employment income 
from non-employment income, the latter being considered a proxy measure of welfare 
dependence. 

Employment and non-employment income

The relative contribution made to total income from employment as opposed to from other 
sources is an important factor in the regional economy. Approximate parity between net 
incomes derived from social security and those derived from employment (after tax) is 
likely, unless there is access to well-paying jobs. It is argued generally for Aboriginal 
people that the gap between welfare and earned income is sufficiently low as to discourage 
job seeking (Hunter and Daly 1998). As we have seen, though, in the East Kimberley the 
issue is just as much about creating sufficient employment in the first place.

Table 4.1 shows Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal annual average personal incomes by labour 
force status separately for the population resident in towns (Kununurra, Wyndham and 
Halls Creek) and communities in the Northern East Kimberley. The ratios of Aboriginal 
to non-Aboriginal incomes for each of these categories are shown in Table 4.2. Clearly, 
employment in the mainstream labour market returns higher personal income compared 
to CDEP, especially in communities where most mainstream positions are in skilled 
occupations. However, Aboriginal people in mainstream work still lag behind their non-
Aboriginal counterparts with income levels between 20% and 30% lower. The contrast in 
income levels is most marked among those in CDEP reflecting the gap between Aboriginal 
workers and non-Aboriginal administrators. Also of note is the fact that Aboriginal non-
employment (welfare) income in communities is substantially lower than non-Aboriginal 
equivalent income, and compared to Aboriginal people in towns. Reasons for this are 
not clear, but it is worth asking whether this might reflect underpayment of benefits to 
community residents. Overall, average Aboriginal incomes are almost 70% lower than 
non-Aboriginal incomes in communities, and 66% lower in towns.

Table 4.1.     Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal annual average personal income ($) by labour 

force status:  Towns and communities in the Northern East Kimberley, 2001

CDEP Mainstream Unemployed Not in labour force Total

Communities ($)

Aboriginal 12,081 35,628 10,507 9,657 12,858

Non-Aboriginal 30,280 44,406 N/Aa 12,931 39,917

Total 13,202 43,478 10,540 10,506 26,805

Towns ($)

Aboriginal 11,397 26,691 9,014 11,360 14,582

Non-Aboriginal 30,810 37,873 9,939 12,588 33,149

Total 12,890 36,354 9,362 11,753 26,396

Note:      a. N/A = not applicable

Source:   Customised census tables
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Table 4.2.     Ratios of Aboriginal to non-Aboriginal annual average personal income 

($) by labour force status:  Towns and communities in the Northern East 

Kimberley, 2001

CDEP Mainstream Unemployed
Not in labour 

force
Total

Communities

0.39 0.80 N/Aa 0.74 0.32

Towns

0.37 0.70 0.91 0.90 0.44

Note:      a. N/A = not applicable

Source:   Customised census tables

Welfare income

The actual dollar contribution to regional income from employment and non-employment 
(welfare) sources in 2001 is shown in Table 4.3. In this instance, the region referred to is 
the whole of the East Kimberley incorporating the two Shires. This is because comparison 
is sought with the situation in 1981 and at this time data on the characteristics of usual 
residents were  only available at LGA level. 

Table 4.3.     Gross annual personal income ($) for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal adult 

residents of the East Kimberley, 2001

Aboriginal
Non-

Aboriginal
Total

Aboriginal 

% share of 

income

CDEP 14,273,480 N/Aa 14,273,480 N/Aa

Mainstream 10,274,160 107,714,880 117,989,040 8.6

Unemployment 979,160 461,240 1,440,400 67.4

Not in the labour force 13,734,760 6,109,480 19,844,240 69.2

Total 39,261,560 114,285,600 153,547,160 25.5

Welfare share (ex CDEP) 0.35 0.05

Welfare share (inc 

CDEP)
0.74 0.06

Note:      a. N/A = not applicable

Source:   Customised census tables

According to these calculations, the total gross annual personal income accruing to East 
Kimberley adult residents in 2001 amounted to $153.5 million. However, only one-quarter 
of this ($39 million) went to Aboriginal residents despite the fact that they accounted for 
almost half (47%) of the adult population. Of greater interest is the fact that only 8% of 
the total regional income generated by mainstream employment accrued to Aboriginal 
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people. The implications of this are reflected in relative levels of welfare dependency 
with 35% of total Aboriginal income attributable to non-employment (welfare) sources 
compared to only 5% of non-Aboriginal income. If CDEP income is also counted as welfare 
income owing to its notional link to Newstart Allowance, then the level of Aboriginal 
welfare dependency rises to 74%. 

It is interesting to compare these 2001 levels and ratios with those recorded in 1981 at the 
commencement of mining at Argyle. These are shown in Table 4.4. Overall, the Aboriginal 
share of total regional income has risen from 20% to 25%. However, this masks some 
worrying trends in terms of income sources. Before considering these, it should be noted 
that due to the absence of CDEP in 1981, employment income recorded for that year is 
essentially derived from mainstream work. With this in mind, if the ratio of Aboriginal 
to non-Aboriginal mainstream employment income in 1981 is compared to that for 2001 
(0.15 compared to 0.10), then it would appear that an income gap has opened up between 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal mainstream workers over the past 20 years. Accordingly, 
the Aboriginal share of total income from mainstream employment has fallen from 
13% in 1981 to only 9% in 2001.

Table 4.4.     Gross annual personal income ($) for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal adult 

residents of the East Kimberley, 1981

Aboriginal
Non-

Aboriginal
Total

Aboriginal 

% share of 

income

Mainstream 3,764,500 25,481,000 29,245,500 12.7

Unemployment 282,000 168,500 450,500 62.6

Not in the labour force 2,459,000 775,500 3,234,500 75.0

Total 6,505,500 26,425,000 32,930,500 19.7

Welfare share 0.42 0.04

Source:   Customised census tables

At the same time, the level of Aboriginal welfare dependency appears to have dropped, 
although, as always, there is the vexed question of where to place CDEP income in such 
a calculation. If CDEP is counted as welfare income in 2001, then Aboriginal dependency 
for income from welfare sources can be seen to have risen from 42% in 1981 to 74% in 
2001. If this finding holds, then it is exactly the opposite trajectory to that observed for 
non-Aboriginal residents of the region, whose dependency on welfare income is very 
low anyway. In short, using income as a key indicator of economic status, development 
of the regional economy over the 20 years since mining commenced at Argyle has raised 
the relative economic status of non-Aboriginal residents and reduced that of Aboriginal 
residents. Of the estimated gross Aboriginal income of $39.2 million for the East Kimberley 
as a whole in 2001, $27 million (69%) of this was due to residents of the study region. 
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However, non-Aboriginal residents of the same region were in receipt of fully $101 million 
(88%) of the $114 million attributed to the East Kimberley. This means that only 21% of 
total income in the study region accrued to Aboriginal residents, compared to 35% for 
the East Kimberley as a whole.

While it is not easy to directly compare estimates made from census data with those made 
from administrative records, in order to gain a clearer picture of the composition of welfare 
income, information was obtained from Centrelink regional office in Kununurra on the 
amounts paid in benefits (excluding CDEP) at each community in the study region for a 
single fortnight as close to the census date as possible (Table 4.5). It should be noted that 
these data are for the total population owing to difficulties with Indigenous identification 
in Centrelink records. It should also be noted that the annualised estimates shown are 
derived by simply multiplying the fortnightly payments by 26. This assumes, then, that 
the fortnightly payments indicated are constant throughout the year, which is unlikely 
to be the case.

Table 4.5.     Number and amount of Centrelink benefit payments made at each 

community in the Northern East Kimberley, 2001a

Number of 

customers

Total amount of 

fortnightly benefits paida

($)

Estimated annualised 

amount paid

($)

Kununurra 1,356 407,845 10,603,970

Wyndham 441 135,048 3,511,248

Halls Creek 1,166 354,400 9,214,400

Warmun 217 63,992 1,663,792

Mandangala 20 6,106 158,756

Woolah 17 2,849 74,074

Oombulgurri 91 28,863 750,438

Kalumburu 214 65,310 1,698,060

Total region 3,522 1,064,413 27,674,738

Note:      a. As at 28 September 

Source:   Centrelink, Kununurra

From Table 4.3, it can be seen that in the East Kimberley as a whole, census-based estimates 
of annual welfare income (net of CDEP) accruing to the population amounted to around 
$21m. The interesting feature of Table 4.5, then, is that the Northern East Kimberley 
communities alone receive far more than this (an estimated $27m) each year. Of course, 
both estimates are likely to suffer methodological uncertainty. All that can be confidently 
stated is that the amount of annual welfare income paid out in the study region is over 
$20m, and that Aboriginal adults receive approximately 70% of this. 




