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Introduction
Since the discovery of gold deposits in
Victoria in the early 1850s, the mining sector
has had a major impact on the location and
pace of regional economic development in
Australia (Richmond and Sharma 1983;
Doran 1984; Perkins and Morgan 1993).

In the second half of the nineteenth
century, five large regional centres —
Ballarat and Bendigo (Victoria), Broken Hill
(New South Wales), Kalgoorlie (Western
Australia) and Charters Towers (Queens-
land) — had been established as a direct
result of mining. Mount Isa (Queensland),
Mount Tom Price (Western Australia) and
several other new towns have been estab-
lished this century.

The last new mining town to be estab-
lished in Australia was Roxby Downs (South
Australia), which was first occupied in 1987
and was developed to service mining and
processing operations at the Olympic Dam
mine.

In recent decades, there has been a shift
toward mining operations based on long
distance commuting whereby employees
live in an established city or town and
commute to the mine site on a rotational
basis. Long distance commuting is com-
monly referred to in the industry as fly in–
fly out (FIFO) as air transport is the form of
commuting most frequently used.

Long distance commuting was intro-
duced into Australia by oil and gas compa-
nies in the 1960s for both offshore and
onshore production (Houghton 1993). The
Narbalek uranium mine (Northern Territory,
commenced production in 1980), the
Kidston gold mine (Queensland, 1985) and
the Argyle diamond mine (Western Aus-
tralia, 1985) are early examples of long
distance commuting in mining other than
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oil and gas extraction. Few, if any, coal mines
in Australia are based on long distance
commuting.

The commuter option used in mining
operations has implications for regional
economic growth. However, relatively little
recent information is available about the
extent to which long distance commuting
has been adopted in nonenergy mining
industries. Previous studies have mainly
examined long distance commuting in West-
ern Australia (see, for example, Western
Australian Department of Mines 1991;
Western Australian Department of State
Development 1992; Houghton 1993).

The main objective in this article is to
examine the extent to which long distance
commuting has been adopted in nonenergy
mining industries across Australia. Some

implications of long distance commuting for
regional economic growth are discussed.

Commuter options in
mining
Daily commuting, the traditional approach
to new mining projects, may occur through
the establishment of new mining towns by
a single company or several companies
operating in the same area, or by the expan-
sion of existing towns that are within daily
commuting range of the mine site.
• New single company mining towns

enable mine workers and their families to
be accommodated close to the mine site.
However, new mining towns are high
cost, are often small and lack the range of
services that are available in larger urban

The Pilbara – closed and open new mining
towns
Built purely to serve company operations,
new mining towns were typically closed to
potential noncompany residents. However,
government policies of regional economic
development encouraged normalisation.

Many of the new towns built in the Pilbara
region of Western Australia in the late 1960s
and early 1970s remained closed to non-
company residents until ‘normalisation’ in the
mid-1980s. Towns such as Karratha, Newman,
Paraburdoo and Tom Price — originally
closed towns to serve company workers —
were opened to other potential residents and
noncompany businesses, while local govern-
ments took over provision of municipal
services.

However, several towns such as Panna-
wonica and Telfer remained as closed com-
pany towns, with Telfer being converted to
long distance commuting in the mid-1990s.

The towns of Dampier and Wickham
appear to be currently in a process of normal-
isation, opening up to noncompany residents
and local government service provision.

Further information on Newman and Telfer
is provided in Hogan, Berry and Thorpe
(1999).

◆

Coober Pedy – older remote mining town
Coober Pedy is located 846 kilometres north
of Adelaide and produces around 90 per cent
of the world’s opals. Opals were first dis-
covered there in 1915, and by 1916, con-
siderable mining activity was taking place.

Coober Pedy has a population in excess
of 5000. With extremely high daytime tem-
peratures, 80 per cent of the population live
underground. Returned soldiers from World
War I were the first to live in underground
‘dugouts’ as a refuge from the heat.

Opal production came to a near standstill
in the 1930s and 1940s as a result of the great
depression and low prices for stones. How-
ever, with the arrival of many European
miners in the 1960s, opal mining became a
multimillion dollar industry and Coober Pedy
developed into a modern mining town. The
town has only had a regular water supply
since 1985; water is piped to the town from an
artesian basin. Tourism has become a large
part of Coober Pedy’s economy, with tourists
drawn by interest in the opals and the novelty
of underground dwellings.

Roxby Downs – modern remote mining
town
Named after a local pastoral property, Roxby
Downs was first occupied in 1987 to house the
workforce for the Olympic Dam copper–

Examples of commuter options in Australian mining
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centres. New towns have also been estab-
lished to cater for the personnel needs of
the ports and loading facilities required
for shipping mine products.

• New central mining towns, whereby
several mining companies jointly estab-
lish a new mining town, enable mine
workers and their families to be accom-
modated within daily commuting range
of the mine sites. Since there are greater
alternative employment opportunities,
these towns are more likely to survive the
closure of a nearby mine and hence tend
to be more permanent than many smaller
mining towns.

• Expansion of existing towns typically
reduces infrastructure costs to mining
companies and provides mine workers
and their families with greater access to

services and employment opportunities
from existing firms. Existing residents
may also benefit from increased avail-
ability of infrastructure and services
where the use of new facilities is not
restricted to company staff only.
Long distance commuting is likely to

have become a more cost effective method
of maintaining workforces of mining oper-
ations in Australia’s more remote regions.
Long distance commuting also reduces
damage to the environment for mines
located, for example, in native forest areas.
• Long distance commuting usually in-

volves flying employees into a remote
work site on a rotational basis from a
distant established settlement or urban
centre. Employees are housed in a camp
or motel style accommodation on the

uranium mine. The mineral deposit is believed
to be the largest multimineral deposit ever
discovered — one of the world’s largest
copper deposits and the largest single source
of uranium. The size of the deposit is expected
to result in a very long mine life — in excess
of a hundred years.

A series of expansions at the mine has
resulted in the population of Roxby Downs
growing to more than 4000 residents in 2000.
The town has all modern amenities including
a full range of social, recreational and sporting
facilities. There are various forms of accom-
modation, including fully airconditioned
motel style rooms for single employees and
rental homes for families. The town has
modern medical facilities, public and private
schools, a TAFE college and public library.
Other facilities include three churches, a
number of restaurants, a post office, police
station and fire service.

Roxby Downs is recognised for its careful
environmental practices and won the South
Australia tidy towns award in the medium
size category in 1993.

Century zinc mine – fly in–fly out mine
Situated at Lawn Hill in remote north western
Queensland, the Century mine is one of the
world’s largest zinc mines, with production
accounting for around 7 per cent of world

mine production. Century is a fly in–fly out
operation with employees and contractors
commuting from Townsville, Mount Isa and
the Gulf community. Employees and con-
tractors work a variety of rotational rosters
from a five day week to four weeks straight
with one week off. All employees on site work
a twelve hour shift, 6.00 am to 6.00 pm or 6.00
pm to 6.00 am.

All Century employees at Lawn Hill live at
Darimah Village, while a separate temporary
camp was built to house construction workers
for the construction phase of the mine.
Century mine’s 468 employees are all accom-
modated in individual, serviced motel style
rooms with air conditioning. In addition,
Darimah Village provides dining room facil-
ities and recreational facilities including pool,
gym, multipurpose sports courts, organised
activities and daily inhouse movies. Amenities
such as a shop, tavern and coffee shop are also
provided in the village.

Zinc concentrates in solution are trans-
ported 304 kilometres by pipeline to Karumba.
Employees at the dewatering facility at
Karumba port either live in the township of
Karumba or at a camp that provides the same
facilities as at Lawn Hill. Some employees at
the dewatering facility have chosen to live in
Karumba with their families, while others fly
in and fly out on a regular roster.

Examples of commuter options in Australian mining  continued
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mine site for the duration of their work
rotation, reducing the cost of accommo-
dation and infrastructure provision.
Long distance and other commuter

options in mining are discussed in some
detail in Robinson and Newton (1988) and
Houghton (1993).

Some Australian examples of new mining
towns and long distance commuting are
provided in the boxed section (see also
Hogan, Berry and Thorpe 1999).

Long distance commuting
in Australia’s nonenergy
mining industries
Information on production in 1999 at mines
in Australia’s major nonenergy mining
industries has been obtained mainly from
Minmet Australia (2000) and the Resource
Information Unit (2000). This information is
available only for publicly listed companies.
In some cases, mines are aggregations of
small clusters of mine sites operated by the
same company.

Information on the commuter options
used by 156 of these publicly listed mines
was obtained mainly through personal
communications with mining companies,
and state and territory governments. A mine
is classified as long distance commuting if
50 per cent or more of employees are accom-
modated at the mine site for the duration of
their work rotation.

Resources produced by these mines
include the major metal ore minerals —
bauxite, copper, gold, iron, manganese,
mineral sands, nickel, silver, lead, zinc and
tin — as well as two significant other miner-
als — diamonds and salt. The mine sample
is estimated to account for around 98 per
cent of total producing mines in these indus-
tries in 1999.

In practice, mineral resources are often
jointly produced. In the analysis, mines are
allocated to a particular industry on the basis
of the primary resource produced. It should
be noted, however, that there are several
other mines not considered in this article
that are either privately owned or, if publicly
owned, that are in pre-production or site
rehabilitation stages or are on care and main-
tenance.

By industry
In aggregate, long distance commuting was
used by 57 mines in 1999, representing 37
per cent of the mine sample (table 1). Long
distance commuting has become a signifi-
cant part of several mining industries,
accounting for at least a third of all mines in
diamond mining (67 per cent), silver–lead–
zinc ore mining (58 per cent), manganese ore
mining (50 per cent), copper ore mining (46
per cent), nickel ore mining (44 per cent),
gold ore mining (38 per cent) and iron ore
mining (36 per cent).

The proportion of long distance commut-
ing to mines was low for mineral sands
mining and salt harvesting. Based on avail-
able data, there was no long distance com-
muting to mines in the bauxite or tin ore
mining industries in 1999, although the
bauxite mine at Gove has a small share of its
employees now commuting from Cairns or
Darwin.

In absolute terms, the majority of long
distance commuting to mines is in gold ore
mining (31 mines), and copper and silver–

1 Commuter options in Australian
nonenergy mining, by industry, 1999

Long Share of
distance Daily Sample total a

no. no. no. %

Metal ore mining
Bauxite 0 5 5 100
Copper 6 7 13 100
Gold 31 51 82 96
Iron 4 7 11 100
Manganese 1 1 2 100
Mineral sands 1 8 9 100
Nickel 4 5 9 100
Silver–lead–zinc 7 5 12 100
Tin 0 3 3 100

Other mining
Diamonds 2 1 3 100
Salt harvesting 1 6 7 100

Total 57 99 156 98

a Total number of publicly listed producing mines in the
major nonenergy mining industries.
Sources: Minmet Australia (2000); Resource Information
Unit (2000); ABARE personal communications with mining
companies.
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lead–zinc ore mining (13 mines). The distri-
bution of the value of production for gold
ore mines, copper and silver–lead–zinc ore
mines and other mines is given in figure A,
with long distance and daily commuting
mines distinguished in each case.

The value of mine production is estimated
using the export unit value, or for lead and
zinc the indicator price published in ABARE
(2000). (See ABARE 1999b for a discussion
of some issues in the pricing of base metals.)
This information should be regarded as
being only broadly indicative of the actual
value of mine production.

The ex mine value of production is likely
to vary significantly between mines, reflect-
ing most importantly quality and transport
cost differences. Not all production, partic-
ularly for silver and base metals, is allocated
to a particular mine but represents a by-
product in the refining process (sometimes
referred to as the ‘refiner’s prize’). In addi-
tion, other mineral resources such as cobalt
and antimony that may be jointly produced
are not included in the value of mine
production data.

Around two-thirds of gold ore mines are
relatively small, with a value of production
less than $50 million (figure A). Of these,
there are over twice the number of daily
commuting mines (39 mines) than there are
of long distance commuting mines (17
mines). The distribution of larger gold ore
mines is similar for the two commuter
options.

For copper and silver–lead–zinc ore
mining, long distance commuting mines are
more evenly distributed over the moderate
size range, up to a value of production of
$250 million. In 1999, there were slightly
more daily commuting mines in the large
category, where the value of production
exceeds $250 million. However, with full
production from the Century zinc mine only
commencing in early 2000, the distribution
for long distance commuting mines in 1999
does not reflect the actual size of this oper-
ation.

For other mines, long distance commut-
ing has mainly been adopted in smaller or
larger mines rather than in the midsize
mines.

Value of production data for individual
industries, as given in table 2, should be
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interpreted with some caution. Value of
mine production data do not represent a
typical year’s outcome for projects that
commenced or closed during the year or
where there were significant production
problems. Several industries have recorded
relatively low minimum values of mine
production for these reasons. For example,
both the Merlin and Bingara diamond mines
commenced production in late 1999.

In aggregate, the average value of mine
production in 1999 is estimated to have been
$93 million for long distance commuting
mines and $105 million for daily commut-
ing mines (table 2).

By state and territory
Long distance commuting has been intro-
duced into four states or territories —
Western Australia (47 per cent of mines),
Queensland (43 per cent), the Northern
Territory (38 per cent) and Tasmania (14 per
cent) (table 3).

The distribution of the value of produc-
tion for long distance and daily commuting
mines in Queensland, Western Australia and
the Northern Territory is given in figure B.
Most notably, there are relatively few small
long distance commuting mines in

Queensland and the Northern Territory,
reflecting the greater concentration of gold
ore mines in Western Australia.

With the exception of the Northern
Territory, the average value of mine produc-
tion for long distance commuting mines is

2 Value of mine production, by industry, 1999

Long distance commuting Daily commuting

Minimum Maximum Average Minimum Maximum Average

$m $m $m $m $m $m

Metal ore mining
Bauxite ore mining – – – 195 513 295
Copper ore mining 13 268 97 27 872 231
Gold ore mining 0.1 207 53 0.3 235 39
Iron ore mining 10 646 211 26 1 153 446
Manganese ore mining 24 24 24 234 234 234
Mineral sand mining 90 90 90 2 160 57
Nickel ore mining 46 307 169 18 96 52
Silver–lead–zinc ore mining 3 334 158 13 446 191
Tin ore mining – – – 0.3 65 23

Other mining
Diamond mining 1 322 162 0.002 0.002 0.002
Salt harvesting 1 1 1 0.1 137 44

Total 0.1 646 93 0.002 1153 105

Sources: Minmet Australia (2000); Resource Information Unit (2000); ABARE estimates.

3 Commuter options in Australian
nonenergy mining, by state and
territory, 1999

Long Share of
distance Daily Sample total a

no. no. no. %

New South Wales 0 16 16 100
Victoria 0 6 6 100
Queensland 10 13 23 100
South Australia 0 3 3 100
Western Australia 41 47 88 98
Tasmania 1 6 7 100
Northern Territory 5 8 13 100

Australia 57 99 156 98

a Total number of publicly listed producing mines in the
major nonenergy mining industries.
Sources: Minmet Australia (2000); Resource Information
Unit (2000); ABARE personal communications with mining
companies.
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lower than for daily commuting mines
(table 4).

Recent trends in mining
employment
ABS census data provide an indication of
regional changes in mining employment.
Between 1986 and 1996, the last year in
which the census was conducted, employ-
ment in the mining sector declined by 5.7
per cent in Australia (table 5). Mining em-
ployment increased in capital cities and
coastal regions, and declined in other metro-
politan, inland and remote regions. These
regions are defined in Garnaut, Connell,
Lindsay and Rodriguez (2000).

The rise in coastal employment, at 10 per
cent, was particularly strong and is likely to
have occurred at least partly as a result of
the shift toward long distance commuting.
The preference for mining employees to live
in coastal regions is also consistent with the
‘coastal drift’ of the general population (see,
for example, Hogan, Berry and Thorpe
1999).

Based on Australian Bureau of Statistics
labor force survey and mine collection data,
employment in the mining sector has de-
clined further in recent years (Australian
Bureau of Statistics 2000). The decline in
employment is partly the result of the adop-
tion of labor saving technologies. There has
also been greater use of contractors that may
be classified to industry categories such as
construction and transport. Contractors are
used for tasks such as the stripping of over-
burden, crushing of ore, setting up mine site
infrastructure, and repairs and maintenance
of equipment.

Average weekly earnings of full time
employees in August 1999 was $1235 in the
mining sector, higher than in any other
industry grouping and compared with $757
for the total workforce (table 6).

The relatively high average earnings of
mining employees to some extent reflects
long shifts worked in remote locations. In
May 2000, average weekly hours worked
was 44.3 hours in the mining sector com-
pared with 35.6 hours for the Australian
workforce.

The most common roster cycle in long
distance commuting mines is fourteen days
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4 Value of mine production, by state and territory, 1999

Long distance commuting Daily commuting

Minimum Maximum Average Minimum Maximum Average

$m $m $m $m $m $m

New South Wales – – – 0.002 446 66
Victoria – – – 0.3 37 10
Queensland 4 268 85 0.3 872 125
South Australia – – – 18 366 153
Western Australia 0.1 646 96 0.1 1153 129
Tasmania 31 31 31 3 265 104
Northern Territory 1 334 100 7 234 67

Australia 0.1 646 93 0.002 1153 105

Sources: Minmet Australia (2000); Resource Information Unit (2000); ABARE estimates.

5 Employment in the mining sector,
by region a

1996
Change,
1986–96 Persons Share b

% 000 %

Metropolitan areas
Capital cities 0.4 21.2 0.4
Other –27.7 10.2 1.6

Nonmetropolitan areas
Coastal 10.0 9.9 1.3
Inland –6.6 17.8 1.8
Remote –4.0 29.6 13.2

Australia –5.7 88.6 1.2

a Based on ABS census data. b Share of total employment
in the corresponding region.
Source: Garnaut et al. (2000).

6 Employment characteristics of
mining employees, May 2000

All
Unit Mining industries

Average 
weekly earnings a $ 1 235 757

Average weekly 
hours worked hrs 44.3 35.6

Occupation of employed persons
Intermediate production

and transport workers % 30.2 8.9
Tradespersons and 

related workers % 23.1 13.3
Professionals % 18.7 18.2
Associate professionals % 7.9 11.2
Laborers and 

related workers % 5.1 9.7
Clerical, sales and 

service workers % 8.8 31.5
Managers and 

administrators % 6.1 7.0

Sex of employed persons
Female workers % 11.3 43.8
Male workers % 88.7 56.2

a Mean weekly earnings of full time employees in main
job, August 1999.
Source: ABS (2000).

on and seven days off, involving shifts of
twelve hours (Western Australian Depart-
ment of Mines 1991; Phillips 2000). Shifts
may be all days, all nights or a combination
of days and nights. The roster cycles vary
considerably, however, from twenty-eight
days (fourteen days on and fourteen days
off) to around seven or eight days (for exam-
ple, four days on and four days off).

Some long distance commuting mines in
Australia, particularly for the shorter roster
cycles, are based on drive in–drive out
whereby employees use road transport to
commute to the mine site.

Some mines use a combination of roster
cycles and commuting options. For exam-
ple, the Cannington mine in Queensland has
three work rotations — twenty-one days



656 Australian Commodities, vol. 7, no. 4, December quarter 2000

MINING AND REGIONAL AUSTRALIA

(fourteen days on and seven days off), four-
teen days (nine days on and five days off),
and seven days (five days on and two days
off). Employees commute by air from
Townsville, Mount Isa, Cloncurry, Julia
Creek, Charters Towers and Cairns, and in
some cases by road from local pastoral prop-
erties.

Some concern has been expressed about
safety issues in long distance commuting
given the intensity of the work effort during
each rostered period on. However, over the
past decade, there has been a substantial fall
in the frequency of injuries that result in
absence from the work place for at least one
full shift. The number of lost time injuries
per million hours worked in the mining
sector has declined from around sixty in
1989-90 to around twelve in 1998-99 (Aus-
tralian Bureau of Statistics 2000).

In recent years, the mix of occupations of
employed persons in the mining sector has
changed markedly. For example, the share
of professionals, tradespersons and related
workers in total mining employment in-
creased significantly from 34.3 per cent
in May 1998 to 41.8 per cent in May 2000
(Australian Bureau of Statistics 2000). Over
the same period, reflecting to some extent
the increased use of contractors, the share of
intermediate production and transport
workers declined from 38.2 per cent to 30.2
per cent.

In May 2000, 89 per cent of mining em-
ployees were male, compared with 56 per
cent in the total workforce. This gender bias
is reported to have created social problems
in new mining towns (see Robinson and
Newton 1988 for a discussion of these
issues).

The level of industrial disputation is also
reported to be higher in mining towns. The
increased use of long distance commuting
may have contributed to the observed fall in
the level of industrial disputation in mining
in recent years. Since 1996, the number of
working days lost per thousand employees
in the mining sector (excluding coal mining)
has been similar to that for all industries
(Australian Bureau of Statistics 2000).

◆

Some implications of long
distance commuting for
regional economic growth
Regional issues have become increasingly
important for policy makers in recent years.
In 1998 the Commonwealth government
announced the ‘Regional Australia Strategy’
whereby a number of priorities were iden-
tified to achieve sustainable growth in
regional Australia (Anderson and Mac-
Donald 1999). A key element of this strategy
is to encourage collaboration between Com-
monwealth, state and local governments,
business and communities to facilitate infor-
mation exchange and to progress the assess-
ment of key regional issues and solutions.

In recent years, some state and local
governments have expressed concern about
the implications of long distance commut-
ing in mining for regional economic devel-
opment.

In the sample of 156 nonenergy mines,
around two-thirds are located in remote
regions of Australia, with approximately
equal numbers of long distance and daily
commuting mines (table 7). Most long
distance commuting mines are located in
remote regions of Australia, while daily
commuting mines also occur in significant
numbers in coastal and inland regions, and
in very small numbers in metropolitan areas.

The emergence of long distance commut-
ing as a cost effective approach to mining

7 Location of Australian nonenergy
mines, 1999 a

Long distance Daily
commuting commuting Total

no. no. no.

Metropolitan areas
Capital cities 0 2 2
Other 0 1 1

Nonmetropolitan areas
Coastal 2 17 19
Inland 2 26 28
Remote 53 53 106

Australia 57 99 156

a Based on the sample of 156 non-energy mines.
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operations, mainly in remote areas, has
contributed to a decline in some remote
regional economies such as the Pilbara and
Eastern Goldfields.

In the regional study for the Central
Pilbara conducted as part of the Common-
wealth government’s regional minerals
program, a key infrastructure issue for iron
ore companies and government caused by
a declining regional population was identi-
fied to be the increasing per person cost of
supporting the existing townships and ancil-
lary support services (Hogan and Byrne
2000; Dames and Moore 1999).

In the Eastern Goldfields, the population
of several small towns has declined at least
partly as a result of the increased use of long
distance commuting in both established
mines and new mine developments. Some
implications of long distance commuting
for local communities in the Eastern
Goldfields are discussed in Priestley
(2000).

It should be noted that there
still may be direct economic
benefits to local or regional
communities where long
distance commuting is
adopted. For example, the
Century zinc mine was devel-
oped following an agreement
between Pasminco and the Gulf
Aboriginal communities whereby the
company allocated substantial funds for
training and employment related activities
for the local communities (Williams 1998;
Hailes 1999). The local communities have
also benefited from greater access to a range
of goods and services.

More generally, even with daily commut-
ing, adjustment is a fundamental aspect of
mining since each mineral deposit is a finite
resource. Between 1986 and 1996, the popu-
lation of several small towns in Western
Australia, Victoria, South Australia and
Tasmania declined by 10 per cent or more,
at least partly as a result of a contraction in
mining activity (Hogan, Berry and Thorpe
1999).

Over the same period, mining also
contributed to a similar expansion of several
small towns in Western Australia, Queens-
land and South Australia. (See ABARE
1999a and Rasheed 2000 for a more detailed

discussion of regional trends in population
and employment.)

Long distance commuting has con-
tributed to regional economic growth in two
important ways:
• first, long distance commuting has

enabled more people to live in coastal
areas, which has contributed to economic
growth in these regions; and

• second, long distance commuting has
enabled some mineral deposits to be
developed that would otherwise have
been uneconomic, increasing the return
to the community through mineral
royalty payments.
Although mineral royalties for nonenergy

mining industries are mainly collected by
state and territory governments, an impor-
tant element of the Australian federal system

is the principle of horizontal fiscal equity.
Under this principle, the Common-

wealth government provides each
state and territory government

with the financial capacity to
provide an ‘average’ standard

of services to their citizens
(Industry Commission
1996; Productivity Com-

mission 1999). Each juris-
diction is able to decide on its

own spending priorities, al-
though recommendations about

the distribution of funding to local
government authorities require Com-

monwealth approval.
The level of Commonwealth funding per

head of population varies considerably
between the states and territories, but tends
to be higher for the Northern Territory,
Tasmania and South Australia than for
Western Australia and Queensland, which
obtain substantial revenues through mineral
royalties. Historically, the distribution of
Commonwealth funds according to the prin-
ciple of horizontal fiscal equity has been an
important mechanism for sharing the bene-
fits of the mining sector across the Aus-
tralian community.

It should be noted, however, that there is
substantial scope for state and territory
governments in Australia to adopt more effi-
cient resource taxation arrangements such
as the resource rent royalty (see, for example,
Hogan and Donaldson 2000). Output based
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royalties generally apply to mining projects
in the states and territories, although there
is considerable variation in the ad valorem
and specific royalty rates levied both be-
tween states and territories, and between
mineral resources.

Since the resource rent royalty is levied
on accumulated net profit, the royalty
payments to government vary with changes
in prices, costs and output. The resource rent
royalty is therefore a relatively efficient form
of resource taxation — that is, it is less
distorting to private sector exploration,
development and production decisions than
the output based arrangements. The net
economic benefits from mining would there-
fore be higher under a resource rent royalty
than under the various output based royal-
ties.

Conclusion
Over the past two decades, there
has been a significant increase in
the use of long distance com-
muting in Australia’s major
nonenergy mining in-
dustries. In 1999, over a
third of 156 nonenergy
mines were based on long
distance commuting and over 90
per cent of these were located in
remote regions.

The use of long distance commuting
in remote mining operations has influenced
the pattern of regional economic growth in
Australia. Most notably, economic growth
has been slower (or negative) in some
remote regions and more rapid in others,
particularly in coastal regions where long
distance commuting employees are typically
based.

Long distance commuting has been a cost
effective approach for some mining projects,
particularly in remote regions, which would
not otherwise have been undertaken.
Importantly, the Australian community
benefits from such projects through the
collection of mineral royalties.
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