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ABSTRACT

Since its formation in 1990, CAEPR has produced a series of research papers tracking progress in the relative 

economic status of Indigenous people in New South Wales using mostly census data. Viewed in sequence, 

the findings have indicated a rise over time in the Indigenous employment rate and a slight decline in the 

unemployment rate, but with both of these remaining substantially below equivalent rates for the State’s 

non-Indigenous population. Also of note is a lack of improvement in income relativities, with one reason 

being a growing reliance on jobs in the Community Development Employment Projects (CDEP) scheme. 

Outputs from the 2001 Census can now be augmented by the increased availability of administrative data 

from government services as well as data from the 2002 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Social Survey (NATSISS). Collectively, these data reveal a population that has barely gained in recent times 

against key indicators of relative economic progress, such as income and labour force status. The Indigenous 

population of New South Wales needs to maintain at least the level of recent absolute gains simply to keep 

up with the demands of an expanding working age group. The likelihood of this occurring is severely limited 

by continuing deficits in the crucial area of education together with sustained high interaction with the 

criminal justice system. Alongside low income, the outcomes are ultimately manifest in low levels of asset 

accumulation in the housing market.
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BACKGROUND

Census-derived social indicators continue to provide the most comprehensive and inclusive statistical 

basis for assessing change in the economic status of Indigenous people relative to that of others in New 

South Wales. By way of inference, these indicators also provide a means to assess likely aggregate impacts 

of Indigenous economic policy. Use of such data in this way has formed the basis of a number of research 

papers aimed at establishing relative shifts in Indigenous employment and income status in the State since 

the 1980s (Taylor 1993, 1998; Taylor & Roach 1994). Viewed in sequence, the findings have indicated a rise 

over time in the Indigenous employment rate and a slight decline in the unemployment rate, but with both 

of these remaining substantially below equivalent rates for the non-Indigenous population. Also of note is 

a lack of improvement in income relativities, partly caused by a growing reliance on jobs in the Community 

Development Employment Projects (CDEP) scheme. The release of 2001 Census data provides for an up-date 

of this economic profile. 

In addition, recent developments in the reporting of Indigenous statistics have widened the scope and 

availability of information on Indigenous socioeconomic outcomes and so a more rounded assessment can 

now be provided by injecting non-census derived indicators. The first of these developments occurred as a 

consequence of the response by the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) to the report of the Council 

for Aboriginal Reconciliation. In 2002, COAG asked the Steering Committee responsible for the reporting 

of government services provision to prepare a regular report on key indicators of Indigenous disadvantage. 

This is now available on an annual basis as the Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage report produced by 

the Productivity Commission for the Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision 

(SCRGSP) (see, for example, SCRGSP 2005a). In addition, the regular Report on Government Services issued 

by the SCRGSP now includes a separate compendium of Indigenous statistics drawn from the administrative 

databases of Australian, State and Territory governments (SCRGSP 2005b). The second development has been 

the release of information by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) from the 2002 National Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey (NATSISS) (ABS 2005). This is the successor to the 1994 National 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Survey (NATSIS) (ABS 1995) and forms part of a wider suite of survey 

and census initiatives instigated by the ABS to enhance the flow of information on Indigenous Australians. 

All of these new data sources contain separate information on the Indigenous population of New South 

Wales and they are drawn upon here selectively.

DEMOGRAPHY

In 2001, the total Indigenous estimated resident population (ERP) of New South Wales amounted to 134,888. 

By 2004, this figure was projected to have reached at least 141,533 according to ABS low series projections 

(ABS 2004: 53). This latter figure represents 29.2 per cent of the Australian total Indigenous population 

in 2004, but only around 2.1 per cent of the population of New South Wales. Of particular interest is the 

distribution of the Indigenous population according to ABS Remoteness Areas. This is because, for the first 
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Remoteness 
Area

Indigenous 
populationa

% of Indigenous 
population

Total 
populationb

% of total 
population

Major cities 56,773 42.1 4,694,705 71.4

Inner regional 43,697 32.4 1,354,495 20.6

Outer regional 25,922 19.2 479,991 7.3

Remote 6,178 4.6 39,451 0.6

Very remote 2,318 1.7 6,575 0.1

Total 134,888 100.0 6,575,217 100.0

time, these areas provide a statistical measure of the relative physical access of individuals and communities 

to other centres of population and, by association, to a range of goods, services, and labour markets. Not 

surprisingly, such access is maximised in areas labelled as major cities, such as Sydney, and minimised in very 

remote areas as found, for example, in the Far West of the State. Table 1 shows this distribution for the 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations of New South Wales in 2001.

Indigenous people are less likely to be found in major cities and far more likely to be located in all other 

areas of the State, especially in remote and very remote areas. The implication here is that Indigenous people 

are far more removed than the rest of the population from direct access to the full range of goods, services 

and labour markets, although the majority (100,470 or 75%) are physically located in major cities and their  

immediate hinterlands. As the scale of geographic analysis is reduced further, particular localities within the 

State emerge as predominantly comprised of Indigenous people. For example, two-thirds of the population 

of Wilcannia (64%) is Indigenous, and increasingly so—a phenomenon reported for other centres along 

the Darling River (Ross & Taylor 2000). At a broad regional level, it is also true that the Indigenous share 

of the total population also varies across the State from between 1 and 5 per cent along the Murray and 

Murrumbidgee rivers, to more than 8 per cent in the Far West along the Darling and other more northern 

river systems (Taylor & Biddle 2004). One long-term dynamic evident in these remoter parts of the State is 

a tendency for relatively higher non-Indigenous net out-migration, leading to a rising Indigenous share of 

local population (Taylor & Biddle 2004). 

There are historic reasons for this pattern. From the perspective of Indigenous incorporation into wider 

social and economic structures, much of western New South Wales is indeterminate. On the one hand, 

Table 1. Indigenous and non-Indigenous population distribution by remoteness area, 

New South Wales, 2001

Notes: a. ERP.

 b. Census count.

Source: ABS 2004.
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it remains sufficiently remote from mainstream social and economic life as to enable the retention and 

widespread development of wholly Indigenous institutions and domains. On the other hand, Indigenous 

people in the region have long been drawn into the wider Australian society through a mix of mechanisms 

including child removals, resettlement schemes, employment and social mobility. In many ways, then, the 

historical experience within New South Wales straddles the boundary between Rowley’s (1971) ‘colonial’ and 

‘settled’ Australia, displaying economic and demographic aspects of the former and administrative and social 

tendencies of the latter.

AGE AND SEX

A basic knowledge of the age and sex structure of the population is vital in establishing rates for social 

indicators as well as in discussing health, housing, education, employment and training needs. Fig. 1 shows 

the distribution by broad age group of Indigenous and non-Indigenous people using post-censal 2001 ERP 

data. 

Clearly, the Indigenous population has a much younger age profile that of the total NSW population. 

The Indigenous profile reflects a population with relatively high fertility that has recently declined, but 

retains potential for further expansion due to natural increase. The substantial tapering in the profile with 

Source: ABS 2004.

Fig. 1. Indigenous and non-Indigenous percentage age/sex distributions, New 

South Wales, 2001



4 TAYLOR

CENTRE FOR ABORIGINAL ECONOMIC POLICY RESEARCH CENTRE FOR ABORIGINAL ECONOMIC POLICY RESEARCH

DISCUSSION PAPER N0. 277 5

advancing age also reflects relatively high adult mortality. The most recent mortality estimates for the State 

indicate that Indigenous life expectancy remains 20 years behind the average for males and 19 years for 

females, with the Indigenous excess mortality concentrated in adult years. 

The non-Indigenous population profile, on the other hand, is much older, reflecting an ageing population 

with a bulge in middle ages as the ‘baby boom’ generation moves steadily up the age profile. At the same 

time fertility declines of recent decades become evident in a narrowing of the base. One implication of these 

profiles is that the Indigenous population is substantially over-represented at all ages under 35 years, and 

especially below 20 years, and under-represented at older ages above 35 years, especially amongst those 

aged 50 and over.

The significance of these age data for policy is best revealed by grouping them into age ranges that 

typically form the target of policy intervention. These are shown in Table 2, although the age ranges are 

not as precise as they might be, since ABS estimates are only publicly available for five year intervals. Thus, 

compulsory school age ranges from 5 to 16 years inclusive, yet with ABS public-access estimates we are 

obliged to use ages 5–14. Accordingly, the infant years leading up to school-age include those aged 0–4 

inclusive. The transition years from school to work are indicated as 15–24 years, while the prime working 

age group is identified as ages 25–54. Typically in the Australian workforce, and in International Labour 

Organisation convention, working age extends to 64 years with those over 65 years representing the aged 

and pensionable. However, given the evidence for premature ageing in the Aboriginal population in the 

context of high levels of adult mortality and morbidity (Divarakan-Brown 1985; Earle & Earle 1999), this has 

been set here at the earlier age of 55+ years.

Using these categories, it is estimated that there are just over 18,000 Indigenous infants in New South Wales 

and almost 36,000 in the age group broadly corresponding to the years of compulsory schooling. Of interest 

is the substantial difference in age distribution by social policy grouping between the Indigenous and non-

Indigenous populations. Issues to do with education (both pre-school, primary, and secondary), and then 

training and transition into the workforce as well as housing for new families, are far more significant for the 

Indigenous population given their greater concentration in those age groups where such matters are to the 

fore. By contrast, almost one-quarter of the non-Indigenous population is over 55 years where retirement 

and family dissolution are primary concerns.

POPULATION PROJECTIONS

In 2004, the ABS produced experimental projections of the Indigenous population of New South Wales 

(ABS 2004). Table 3 shows these projections by five-year age groups, together with numeric and percentage 

change from the 2001 population. It should be noted that the figures shown are the Low Series Projections 

that allow for continued natural increase only. Thus, no provision is made for additional population growth 

due to increased identification of Indigenous people. To this extent, the projections shown here are likely to 

represent minimum population levels. 
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Age group 2001
Projection 

to 2009
Net 

change
Per cent
change

0–4 18,192 19,281 1,089 6.0

5–9 18,650 17,715 -935 -5.0

10–14 16,859 17,973 1,114 6.6

15–19 13,515 17,594 4,079 30.2

20–24 10,192 14,769 4,577 44.9

25–29 10,337 11,170 833 8.1

30–34 9,807 9,318 -489 -5.0

35–39 8,974 10,158 1,184 13.2

40–44 7,716 8,758 1,042 13.5

45–49 6,127 7,907 1,780 29.1

50–54 4,805 6,244 1,439 29.9

55–59 3,365 4,728 1,363 40.5

60–64 2,456 3,411 955 38.9

65–69 1,721 2,045 324 18.8

70-74 1,043 1,283 240 23.0

75+ 1,129 1,100 -29 -2.6

Total 134,888 153,454 18,566 13.8

                       Indigenous                   Non-Indigenous

Number Per cent Number Per cent

0–4 18,192 13.5 431,333 6.5

5–14 35,509 26.3 906,535 13.7

15–24 23,707 17.6 899,381 13.5

25–54 47,766 35.4 2,442,341 43.3

55+ 9,714 7.2 1,960,765 23.0

Total 134,888 100.0 6,640,355 100.0

Table 2. Distribution of usual ERP by Indigenous status and select age groups, 

New South Wales, 2001

Source: ABS 2004.

Table 3. Low Series Projection of the Indigenous population of New South Wales by 

five-year age group, 2001–09

Source: ABS 2004: 53.
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Overall, by 2009, the Indigenous population is projected to increase by nearly 14 per cent (or 1.7% per 

annum) to reach a population of 153,454, an increase of 18,500 persons. From Table 4 it can also be seen 

that much of this growth will occur in the younger adult age group in the transition years from school to 

work, placing heavy emphasis on tertiary and vocational training needs. The other growth area is among the 

group aged over 55 years. By comparison, relatively little growth is evident among infant and school age 

populations. While it is true that ageing of the population pyramid is evident, a preponderance of children 

will remain, resulting in a broad base in the age profile. 

LABOUR FORCE STATUS

Rates of labour force status are drawn from the 2001 Census in the first instance and then modified to 

account for levels of CDEP participation established from administrative data (Table 5). These rates are then 

applied to the post-censal estimate of usual resident adults in New South Wales drawn from Table 2 to derive 

implied levels of labour force status for 2001. This latter adjustment is an attempt to establish labour force 

status at more realistic levels and as a means for comparing changes in levels since 1996. Three standard 

indicators of labour force status are presented, although these are modified here as simple proportions of 

the population aged 15 years and over: 

• 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 mainstream work) during 

the week prior to enumeration; 

• unemployment rate—this is expressed as 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; and

• labour force participation rate—representing persons in the labour force (employed and unemployed) 

as a percentage of those of working age—shown here in its converse form as the percentage of 

adults who are ‘not in the labour force’ (NILF).

A key difficulty in establishing Indigenous labour force status is determining the precise level and impact of 

CDEP employment. According to ATSIC administrative data on CDEP participants in New South Wales at the 

time of the 2001 Census, CDEP employment accounted for 6.2 per cent of all Indigenous adults in New South 

Wales aged 15 years and over. However, the 2002 NATSISS indicates a CDEP employment rate of only 5 per 

cent. While reasons for this difference are uncertain, the administrative data are preferred as this coincides 

exactly with the timing of the census data, while the NATSISS figure is subject to a standard error that places 

it close to the ATSIC-derived figure at the upper bound. 

Thus, less than half of Indigenous adults (40.4%) are employed, and as much as 16 per cent of these are 

employed in the CDEP scheme, leaving a question mark over their real labour force status. Translating these 

rates into estimates of employment levels in 2001 produces a total estimate of Indigenous employment of 

32,799 with 5,059 of these in CDEP. This means that the mainstream employment rate is only 34 per cent. 
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Age group 2001 2009 Net change Per cent change

0–4 18,192 19,281 1,089 6.0

5–14 35,509 35,688 179 0.5

15–24 23,707 32,363 8,656 36.5

25–54 47,766 53,555 5,789 12.1

55+ 9,714 12,567 2,853 29.4

Total 134,888 153,454 18,566 13.8

Table 4. Distribution of Indigenous population by select age groups, New South Wales, 

2001 and 2009

Source: ABS 2004.

Employment/population ratio Unemployment/
population ratio NILF ratio Total >15CDEP Other

Census rates in 2001

Indigenous 6.2a 34.1b 12.1 47.5 100.0

Non-Indigenous 0.0 58.2 4.4 37.4 100.0

Implied levels in 2001
Employed

CDEP
Employed

other Unemployed NILF Total >15

Indigenous 5,059c 27,740 9,824 38,564 81,187d

Non-Indigenous N/a 913,156 62,119 577,712 1.55m

Table 5. Census rates and implied levels of labour force status for Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous adults in New South Wales, 2001

Notes: a. From CDEP participant records.

 b. Calculated by subtracting CDEP participant numbers.

 c. Fixed according to CDEP participant numbers.

 d. The Indigenous rates and levels to do not quite add up to 100 per cent of the estimate of 15+ population indicated 
in Table 5 because CDEP employment numbers are derived from administrative data.

Source: Rates from 2001 ABS Census of Population and Housing; CDEP administrative data from Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Services (ATSIC) .
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In contrast, almost 60 per cent of non-Indigenous adults are employed in the mainstream labour market. 

Accordingly, Indigenous unemployment is relatively high (12% compared to 4%), while a substantial 

difference emerges in the proportions of the adult population that lie outside the labour force (47% of 

Indigenous adults compared to 37% of non-Indigenous). Once again, translating these rates into estimated 

population levels suggests that there are almost 10,000 Indigenous people unemployed, and a staggering 

38,500 outside the labour force—a figure that is greater than for those employed.

INTERPRETING INDIGENOUS EMPLOYMENT CHANGE

On the face of it, 2001 Census counts regarding Indigenous employment in New South Wales suggest a good 

news story—an increase of 5,759 people in work (from 22,583 to 28,342), constituting a growth of 26 per 

cent since 1996, or 5 per cent per annum. Accordingly, the census-based employment/population ratio rose 

from 37.5 to 40.4. This apparent growth occurred at a time when overall employment in New South Wales 

increased by only 1.4 per cent per annum. However, a degree of caution is necessary when interpreting 

apparent change to Indigenous census characteristics as any variation in levels and rates may simply be a 

consequence of compositional change in the population due to non-demographic components of growth.

As a consequence, it is not clear whether any aggregate change observed in population characteristics over 

time involves an alteration in the circumstances of the original population or whether it merely reflects the 

particular features of individuals appearing in the population for the first time. For example, it is possible 

that a comparison of census characteristics in 1996 and 2001 could point to an improvement in employment 

status while the condition of the original (1996) population had actually worsened. The problem for analysts 

and policy makers is that any such change in the condition of the original population is undetectable. All 

that can be noted is different aggregate status. While there is some scope for estimating the compositional 

impact of newcomers to the population using fixed population characteristics, such as age left school, this is 

simply not possible for characteristics that are variable over time, such as employment status. 

Also, because of the importance of CDEP in accounting for Indigenous employment, another factor that 

may influence employment change is administrative expansion of the scheme. Indeed, Hunter and Taylor 

(2000, 2001) have shown that the expansion of CDEP accounts for all recent shifts in Indigenous labour 

force status nationwide, especially the fall in unemployment rates. Thus, there are two corrections to census 

employment data that need to be made in order to establish a consistent time series. First, the 1996 working-

age population needs to be re-aligned with that of 2001. The ABS has done this by using reverse survival 

techniques. Second, an estimate of CDEP employment needs to be established using administrative data. This 

can then be subtracted from total employment numbers to derive non-CDEP, or ‘mainstream’ employment. 

Accordingly, as shown in Table 6, the 1996 working age population is revised upwards to 72,346. Applying 

the 1996 census-based employment/population ratio of 37.5 to this new population base produces an 

estimate of numbers employed in 1996 of 27,190. Likewise, the 2001 employment figure from the census is 

adjusted to align with the 2001 ERP. This produces an estimate of employment in 2001 of 32,799. Using this 
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adjusted estimate of 1996 employment as the new base, the intercensal rise in the number of Indigenous 

people employed remains similar to the census-based figure at 5,609. This now represents a slightly lower 

and more meaningful rate of growth at 21 per cent compared to the 26 per cent increase obtained from 

a direct comparison of the 2001 and 1996 Census counts of employment. However, a proportion of this 

growth can be accounted for by CDEP expansion and this can also be estimated.

As noted, employment via the CDEP scheme cannot be fully established for New South Wales from census 

data. Instead, participant data from ATSIC are used to correspond with the two census dates. In 1996, using 

these data it was estimated that the number of Indigenous CDEP workers classified as employed by the 

Census would have been 2,542 (Taylor 1998). In 2001, the equivalent estimate was 5,059. By subtracting 

these estimates of CDEP workers from the total employment figures, estimates of non-CDEP scheme 

employment can be derived (Table 7). This is shown to have risen by 3,092 since 1996, representing a rate of 

increase of 2.5 per cent per annum. With growth in the estimated working-age population at 2.1 per cent 

per annum, this means that the mainstream employment/population ratio barely changed over the five year 

period rising slightly from 34.1 per cent to 34.2 per cent. Thus, while Indigenous mainstream employment 

has increased in New South Wales in recent years, this has only just kept up with the growth in working age 

population. Had it not been for expansion of the CDEP scheme, the overall employment rate would have 

barely changed.

1996 2001

Census count Revised estimatea ERP

Population 15+ 60,086 72,346 81,187

Employed 22,583 27,190 32,799

Table 6. Estimated Indigenous employment in New South Wales, 1996 and 2001

Notes: a. Based on reverse survival from 2001 Census.

Source: ABS 2004:27.

1996 2001

Total employed 27,190 32,799

Employed in CDEP 2,542 5,059

Employed in non-CDEP/mainstream 24,648 27,740

Mainstream employment/population ratio 34.1 34.2

Net change in mainstream employment 3,092 (2.5% per annum)

Table 7. Estimates of mainstream indigenous employment in New South Wales, 

1996 and 2001
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ESTIMATING FUTURE JOB NEEDS

From Table 4, the resident Indigenous population of working age in New South Wales is projected to increase 

by 17,298 (21% over the entire period, or 2.7% per annum) between 2001 and 2009. If it is accepted that 

the parlous economic status of Indigenous people in the State is largely a function of continuing inadequate 

participation in paid economic activity, and if a key aim of policy is to enhance such participation, what then 

is the scale of the task ahead given this growth in working-age population? 

Two future employment scenarios are explored in Table 8. The first considers the number of jobs that would 

be required by 2009 if the 2001 Indigenous employment to population ratio were to remain unchanged at 

the current low rate of 40.4 per cent (inclusive of CDEP). The answer is almost 40,000. Thus, the current 

number of Indigenous employed would need to increase by almost 8,000 over the current decade simply to 

avoid any further deterioration in the present low employment rate. However, what if the target sought was 

to increase the Indigenous employment rate to match the New South Wales average? Against this scenario, 

the additional jobs required amount to almost 25,000—the order of magnitude of such a task would seem 

to be far beyond the capacity of current policy settings. This is consistent with findings at the national level 

(Hunter & Taylor 2004).

INDUSTRY AND OCCUPATION

In the final analysis, employment provides 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 Indigenous and non-Indigenous employment by industry and occupational category is a vital feature of 

participation in the regional labour market. 

Employment/population 
ratio in 2001

Base employment 
in 2001

Total jobs required 
by 2009

Extra jobs required 
by 2009

40.4a 32,799 39,788 6,989

58.2b 32,799 57,318 24,519

Table 8. Extra Indigenous jobs required in New South Wales by 2009 against selected 

target employment rates

Notes: a. The 2001 Indigenous employment/population ratio inclusive of CDEP. 

 b. The New South Wales non-Indigenous employment/population ratio in 2001. 
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The five-yearly census is the sole comprehensive source of Indigenous employment data. This classifies 

those employed according to the Australian and New Zealand Standard Industry Classification (ANZSIC) 

and the Australian Standard Classification of Occupations (ASCO). Using these classifications, the relative 

distribution of Indigenous workers in New South Wales is shown in Figs 2 and 3 according to broad industry 

and occupational categories. 

Clearly, the distribution of Indigenous employment by industry division is quite different from that of 

non-Aboriginal workers in New South Wales. Indigenous workers are over-represented in government 

administration, education, health and community services, and personal and other services. This partly 

reflects the nature of CDEP work, but it also underlines the importance of niche jobs available through 

the provision of customised services to Indigenous communities. Clearly, in terms of the overall workforce, 

Key: 1. Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing; 2. Mining; 3. Manufacturing; 4. Electricity, gas and water; 5. Construction; 6. 
Wholesale Trade; 7. Retail Trade; 8. Accommodation, cafes and restaurants; 9. Transport and Storage; 10. Communication 
Services; 11. Finance and Insurance; 12. Property and Business Services; 13. Government Administration and Defence; 
14. Education; 15. Health and Community Services; 16. Cultural and Recreational Services; 17. Personal and Other 
Services.

Source: ABS 2001 Census of Population and Housing.

Fig. 2. Distribution of Indigenous and non-Indigenous employment by industry division, 

New South Wales, 2001
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the main industries in the State are manufacturing, retail, property and business services, and health and 

community services. Indigenous workers feature prominently in each of these, though less so than the 

general workforce. As a statistical measure of industry segregation, less than one-fifth (15%) of Indigenous 

workers would have to change their broad industry category of employment in order to achieve a distribution 

equivalent to that of non-Indigenous workers. This indicates notably less industry segregation in New South 

Wales compared to the 23 per cent recorded for Indigenous Australians as a whole (Hunter 2004: 18).

As for the relative distribution of employment by occupational group, this underlines the wide gap in 

managerial and professional qualifications between Indigenous and non-Indigenous workers. Almost one-

fifth of Indigenous workers are classified as labourers, no doubt partly reflecting the prominence of CDEP 

work, and Indigenous people are most notably absent from managerial and professional positions, although 

the relative gap in associate professional prepositions is less marked. Overall, the degree of occupational 

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.

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

Fig. 3. Distribution of Indigenous and non-Indigenous employment by occupational 

group, New South Wales, 2001
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segregation is only slightly greater than industry segregation with 17 per cent of Indigenous workers 

needing to shift their broad occupational group in order to achieve the same distribution as non-Indigenous 

workers. Again, this is lower than the degree of occupational segregation of 20 per cent recorded for 

Indigenous people as a whole in Australia (Hunter 2004: 20) and no doubt reflects the relatively greater 

access of Indigenous people in New South Wales to Australia’s largest and most complex labour market, 

including the private sector.

Indigenous No. Non-Indigenous No.

Local Government Administration 1,188 Hospitals 64,796

Non-Residential Care Services 814 Cafes and Restaurants 61,086

Primary Education 732 Supermarket and Grocery Stores 57,540

Supermarket and Grocery Stores 665 Banks 49,370

Central Government Administration 599 Primary Education 48,549

Hospitals 587 Secondary Education 46,777

State Government Administration 532 Takeaway Food Retailing 40,909

Road Freight Transport 473 Computer Consultancy Services 39,642

Cafes and Restaurants 456 Accommodation 37,240

Takeaway Food Retailing 431 Legal Services 34,337

Secondary Education 408 Road Freight Transport 33,824

Accommodation 395 Accounting Services 31,446

Interest Groups 368 Telecommunication Services 30,896

Employment Placement Services 365 House Construction 30,743

Cleaning Services 321 Local Government Administration 28,113

Health Services, undefined 312 Cleaning Services 27,510

Clubs (Hospitality) 309 Higher Education 27,396

House Construction 293 Central Government Administration 26,346

Nursing Homes 287 State Government Administration 25,568

Gardening Services 282 Clubs (Hospitality) 25,113

Total employment in top 20 9,817 Total employment in top 20 767,201

Per cent of workforce in top 20 36.3 Per cent of workforce in top 20 29.1

Table 9. Rank order of top 20 industries of employment, Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

workers in New South Wales, 2001

Note: Categories unique to either list are marked in italics. 

Source: 2001 ABS Census of Population and Housing, customised tables.
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The data in Figs 2 and 3 reveal only the broad outlines of the regional labour market. Each of these 

classifications can be disaggregated into more detailed descriptions of industry and occupation in a way that 

highlights the particular jobs in which Indigenous and non-Indigenous workers congregate. For example, 

the ANZSIC, can be broken down into 635 individual industry classes, while the ASCO is reducible to 340 

occupational unit groups. In identifying key jobs in New South Wales, these are the categories utilised 

here.

Indigenous No. Non-Indigenous No.

Sales Assistants 1,307 Sales Assistants 147,902

Cleaners 972 Secretaries and Personal Assistants 67,897

Education Aides 821 General Clerks 56,157

General Clerks 767 Cleaners 54,691

Truck Drivers 627 Shop Managers 52,749

Nursery and Garden Labourers 559 Computing Professionals 49,204

Farm Hands 492 Registered Nurses 44,381

Storepersons 485 Accountants 42,182

Welfare and Community Workers 483 Storepersons 41,546

Labourers and Related Workers 451 Sales Representatives 37,401

Children’s Care Workers 367 Secondary School Teachers 36,665

Receptionists 363 Receptionists 36,128

Secretaries and Personal Assistants 357 Sales and Marketing Managers 36,039

Special Care Workers 341 Truck Drivers 35,814

Checkout Operators and Cashiers 324 Primary School Teachers 33,251

Bar Attendants 320 Office Managers 32,210

Registered Nurses 308 General Managers 30,871

Personal Care and Nursing Assistants 295 Accounting Clerks 30,804

Primary School Teachers 284 Checkout Operators and Cashiers 27,427

Kitchenhands 280 Electricians 26,239

Total employment in top 20 10,203 Total employment in top 20 919,558

Per cent of workforce in top 20 37.5 Per cent of workforce in top 20 34.7

Table 10. Rank order of top 20 occupations of employment, Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous workers in New South Wales, 2001

Note: Categories unique to either list are marked in italics. 

Source: 2001 ABS Census of Population and Housing, customised tables.
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When examined at this level of detail, the distribution of employment in the State for both Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous workers is highly concentrated into relatively few industries and occupations. Table 

9 shows the top 20 industry classes (based on numbers employed) listed in rank order. These top 20 out of 

635 industries account for as much as 29 per cent of all non-Indigenous employment, and 36 per cent of all 

Indigenous employment. Industries marked in italics indicate those that are unique to the Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous lists; all others are shared. The striking feature is that while the two populations have only 

six industries that are unique to each, those that differ indicate significant structural breaks in the labour 

market. For example, those that stand out among the non-Indigenous workforce are all industries requiring 

relatively high skilled workers, whereas those highlighted in the Indigenous workforce are the opposite.

The degree of segmentation and concentration in the labour market is similar with respect to occupations. 

Table 10 reveals that the top 20 out of 340 occupations account for 37 per cent of the Indigenous 

workforce and 35 per cent of the non-Indigenous workforce, although again the listings of occupations 

reveal significant differences. While certain major occupations that employ Indigenous people in the largest 

numbers are also those that most employ the workforce more generally (sales assistants, secretaries, cleaners, 

truck drivers etc.), Table 10 also reveals a skills divide in occupational distribution. Thus, non-Indigenous 

workers are secondary school teachers, accountants, computing professionals and electricians, whereas 

Indigenous workers are child care workers, farm hands, labourers and bar attendants—more likely to be 

ephemeral jobs in the secondary labour market. 

EMPLOYMENT AND NON-EMPLOYMENT INCOME 

The most comprehensive source of personal income data for New South Wales based on a consistent 

methodology is available from the ABS census. While 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 actually reported is unknown. However, one 

distinct advantage of census data is that it provides a means by which an estimate of relative dependence 

on income from welfare can be derived. This is done by cross-tabulating 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. 
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EMPLOYMENT AND NON-EMPLOYMENT INCOME

Table 11 shows Indigenous and non-Indigenous annual average personal incomes for the State in 2001. 

Overall, Indigenous average incomes are only two-thirds of the level recorded for non-Indigenous adults, 

and the main reason for this gap is the substantially lower average incomes earned from employment. 

Indigenous income from employment is only 73 per cent of the non-Indigenous average reflecting the lower 

occupational status and part-time nature of much Indigenous employment, which here includes CDEP. Thus, 

if the goal is to raise Indigenous income levels, the challenge for policy is not just to create more jobs for 

Indigenous people, but to ensure that these are of higher occupational status with longer working hours. In 

2001, 67.8 per cent of non-Indigenous workers were engaged in full-time employment (over 35 hours per 

week) compared to only 49.3 per cent of Indigenous workers.

EMPLOYMENT AND WELFARE (NON-EMPLOYMENT) INCOME

The dollar contribution to annual regional income from employment and non-employment (welfare) sources 

estimated from 2001 Census data is shown in Table 12. According to these calculations, the total gross annual 

personal income accruing to adult residents of New South Wales in 2001 amounted to $127 billion. However, 

only 0.9 per cent of this ($1.2 billion) went to Indigenous adults despite the fact that they accounted for 1.5 

per cent of the adult population over 15 years of age. Of equal interest is the fact that only 0.7 per cent of 

the total State employment income accrued to Indigenous people, an identical proportion to that observed 

in 1996 (Taylor 1998). The implications of this are reflected in relative levels of welfare dependency with 

35 per cent of total Indigenous income attributable to non-employment (welfare) sources compared to 

only 17 per cent of non-Indigenous income, again an equivalent proportion for Indigenous people to that 

observed in 1996 (Taylor 1998). If CDEP income is also counted as welfare income owing to its notional link 

to Newstart Allowance, then the level of Indigenous welfare dependency would be higher still. 

It is difficult to benchmark census-based income estimates such as these since the most direct source of 

information (from Centrelink) on just how much Indigenous people rely on government payments is now 

Employed Unemployed Not in labour force Total

Indigenous (1) $29,033 $10,646 $11,479 $18,856

Non-Indigenous (2) $39,715 $10,864 $12,116 $28,460

Ratio (1/2) 0.73 0.98 0.95 0.66

Table 11. Indigenous and non-Indigenous annual average personal income by labour 

force status, New South Wales, 2001

Source: Calculated from ABS 2001 Census of Population and Housing customised tables.
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only made available by the Australian government for populations of COAG trial sites. However, an estimate 

of this reliance is available from the 2002 NATSISS which indicates that the main ‘current’ source of income 

for as much as 52 per cent of Indigenous adults in New South Wales was from government pensions and 

allowances (ABS 2005), thereby pointing to a much higher level of welfare dependency than suggested by 

the census. 

Whatever the case, the stark imbalance between Indigenous population share, income share, and welfare 

dependence revealed in Table 12 indicates that there are fiscal costs to government of the status quo in 

relative labour force status. As Eardley (2002: 48) points out with respect to unemployment, these costs 

are relatively easy to calculate in theory—amounting to a tally of expenditure on social security and 

other government services for the unemployed, plus estimates of the tax revenue that would accrue if the 

unemployed were in paid employment. With reference to Indigenous unemployment, Hunter and Taylor 

(2002: 119–20) also add the costs due to CDEP, discouraged workers and the under-employed. In practice, 

however, Eardley (2002) cautions that the actual calculation of costs is complicated. 

For the current exercise, such complexities are set aside. Instead, the simple point from Table 12 is that 

Indigenous residents of NSW are clearly losing out on substantial potential employment income, while 

government is clearly outlaying citizen entitlements beyond expectation if the norm were to apply. Thus, 

from a government perspective, decisions about whether to enhance spending in an attempt to raise the 

level of Indigenous participation in the regional labour market (assuming that such efforts were successful) 

are not cost neutral. Expenditure is required either to raise participation to a level and situation sustainable 

beyond the life of any program effort, or to support the status quo. Either way, there are substantial fiscal 

costs. 

Indigenous
($)

Non-Indigenous
($)

Total
($)

Indigenous share of 
income category (%)

Employment 793m 104b 105b 0.7

Non-employment 415m 21.5b 22b 1.9

Total 1.2b 126b 127b 0.9

Welfare sharea (%) 34.6 17.0 17.3  

Table 12. Gross annual personal income for Indigenous and non-Indigenous adult 

residents of NSW, 2001

Note: a. Welfare share equals non employment share (per cent) of total income.

Source: Calculated from ABS 2001 Census of Population and Housing customised tables using mean incomes aggregated from 
mid-points of income categories with the upper income bracket multiplied by 1.5 of its lower level following Treadgold 
(1988).
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HOUSING STATUS 

Australia has one of the highest home ownership rates among Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development (OECD) countries. At the 2001 Census, 70 per cent of all households in New South Wales 

lived in a dwelling that was either fully owned or mortgaged. Historically, a key factor in this privatisation 

of housing stock has been a community perception of home ownership as a primary means of enhancing 

economic status through the provision of secure and, over the longer-term, affordable housing. According 

to observations made by the ABS (1998: 154), equity accumulated in the family home represents the 

major part of household wealth for many people. As well as providing financial security for retirement and 

unemployment, this equity also yields other economic benefits such as collateral for loans. For all these 

reasons, home ownership has been, and continues to be, encouraged and promoted by governments.

Given the vital role played by home ownership in the financial developmental cycle of Australian families, 

and the attempts by ATSIC/ATSIS over the years to raise the level of Indigenous home ownership via its home 

loans scheme, it is striking to note that only 16 per cent of Indigenous households in New South Wales lived 

in a fully owned dwelling in 2001, while only 20 per cent were resident in a mortgaged dwelling (Table 13). 

Thus, only 37 per cent were resident in a privately owned dwelling. Compared to the majority of households 

in New South Wales, Indigenous households remain overwhelmingly dependant on rented accommodation 

(60%), and this in a state where issues of communal tenure and home ownership are negligible. 

This reliance by Indigenous households on rental accommodation raises questions about housing distribution 

by landlord type. Table 14 shows substantial difference between Indigenous and non-Indigenous rented 

accommodation with Indigenous households far more reliant on State and community housing (50%), while 

non-Indigenous households tend to rent from private landlords and real estate agents (75%). While this 

partly reflects the existence of dedicated Indigenous social housing programs, it is ultimately a reflection 

of relatively low household income and an associated inability of Indigenous households to afford private 

rents. 

While, on the one hand, low access to the property market for Indigenous people limits their financial 

security and collateral, on the other hand it is symptomatic of their relatively low economic status and, to 

some extent, location. This last factor is important since on Aboriginal land in New South Wales, as in many 

other parts of the country, the absence of a privatised housing market reflects the communal nature of 

land ownership. In such locations, rental accommodation is the only option and this is invariably provided 

by Indigenous housing organisations. According to the ABS 2001 Community Housing and Infrastructure 

Needs Survey (CHINS), 61 discrete Indigenous communities existed around New South Wales, encompassing 

a population of around 7,770 with half of these locations having populations of less than 100 persons.1 

Overall, the key structural issue in regard to Indigenous access to housing is related to a lack of financial 

capacity in the first place. In other words, the relative lack of home ownership is both a cause and effect of 

low economic status among Indigenous people, especially in terms of inter-generational flows of income.
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EDUCATION AND TRAINING

From a human capital perspective, both the purpose and performance of education places emphasis on the 

need to acquire requisite skills for participation in the mainstream labour market. From this perspective, 

educational outcomes are measured in terms of participation rates, grade progression, competency 

in numeracy and literacy skills, and (for the Vocational Education and Training (VET) sector) course 

completion.

Fully owned
Being 

purchased Rented Other tenure Total

Indigenous 
dwellings

6,021 
(16.4)

7,492 
(20.5)

22,039 
(60.2)

1,047 
(2.9)

36,599 
(100.0)

Non-Indigenous 
dwellings

931,343 
(45.2)

526,191 
(25.5)

549,601 
(26.7)

58,253 
(2.8)

2.06m 
(100.0)

Table 13. Indigenous and non-Indigenous dwellings in New South Wales by 

tenure type, 2001

Notes: Percentage in parentheses.

 Excludes tenure not stated.

Source: ABS 2001 Census of Population and Housing.

Indigenous households Non-Indigenous households

No. % No. %

Private landlord 3,413  15.7 134,244  24.7

Real estate agent 6,410  29.6 272,743  50.2

State housing authority 8,147  37.6 102,996 18.9

Community housing 2,727  12.6 8,922  1.6

Employer 358  1.6 13,116  2.4

Other 622  2.9 11,362  2.1

Total 21,677  100.0 543,383  100.0

Table 14. Indigenous and non-Indigenous households in rented dwellings by landlord 

type, New South Wales, 2001

Notes: Excludes tenure not stated.

Source: ABS 2001 Census of Population and Housing.
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PARTICIPATION

According to the 2001 census, a total of 33,199 Indigenous children and youth were attending primary and 

secondary schools in New South Wales either full-time or part-time. If the 3,353 children attending pre-

schools are included, the total rises to 36,552. This is an equivalent level as that reported by schools across 

the State, with 37,118 Indigenous full-time students identified in school censuses in 2003 (SCRGSP 2005: 

Table 3A.2). While these figures refer to both government and non-government schools, the overwhelming 

majority of Indigenous students (91%) attend government schools compared to only 67 per cent of non-

Indigenous students. One difficulty with both these census and schools data on participation is an inability 

to express these as rates, since it is not clear from which age group(s) they are drawn.

Whatever the rates may be, a crucial measure of participation in schooling is the degree to which individuals 

are retained in the system and progress through the school years. This retention rate can be calculated, at 

least indirectly. There are various degrees of retention that can be measured, but typically these are designed 

to highlight the achievement of critical schooling benchmarks. Thus, Table 15 shows the latest available data 

on all Indigenous students who commenced secondary schooling and who were retained to Years 10, 11 and 

12. Comparison is drawn between Indigenous and all students within the New South Wales system and for 

Australian schools as a whole. These data are for all schools and the apparent retention rate indicates the 

percentage of full-time students who continued to Years 10, 11 and 12 from respective cohort groups at 

the commencement of their secondary schooling. The results indicate that the retention rate of Indigenous 

students is far below that of all students in New South Wales and that rates for both sets of students in 

New South Wales are below those recorded for Australian schools as a whole. Out of all Indigenous students 

commencing secondary school since 1997, by 2003 only 81 per cent had remained to Year 10, 47 per cent 

to Year 11, and 29 per cent to Year 12. The equivalent figures for all New South Wales students were 97 per 

cent, 82 per cent, and 70 per cent. Retention to Year 12 among Indigenous secondary students is less than 

half the rate for all students in the State.

From a labour market perspective, retention to Year 12 from Year 10 has been shown to have the greatest 

impact on employment prospects for Indigenous people (ABS/CAEPR 1996), and so Table 16 indicates the 

percentage of full-time students who continued to Year 12 from respective cohort groups in Year 10, again 

for students in New South Wales and Australia, but this time according to whether they are Indigenous or 

non-Indigenous, and whether in a government or non-government school. The results are quite striking, 

with Indigenous retention rates to Year 12 from Year 10 falling far short of non-Indigenous rates but with 

Indigenous rates in non-government schools far higher than for government schools, both of which are 

consistent with the national pattern. Taking these data at face value, it appears that one of the reasons 

for poorer school performance among Indigenous students is their much higher level of participation in 

government, as opposed to non-government, schools.
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OUTCOMES

As already noted, from the standpoint of participation in regional economic development, educational 

achievement is a key prerequisite. While studies reveal a positive relationship between economic status and 

indicators of educational achievement such as highest level of schooling completed (ABS/CAEPR 1996), an 

important shortcoming is a lack of measurement of the quality of education outcomes. For example, age 

at leaving school or highest level of schooling completed does not necessarily equate with school-leaving 

grade level achievement. In fact, for many Indigenous students, age or grade level may be a poor indicator 

of achievement in terms of literacy and numeracy competencies. Thus, while data on participation in the 

education system provide an important indication of access and utilisation, it should be noted that they 

reveal less about outcomes in terms of demonstrated ability, no matter from what perspective this might be 

measured.

Accordingly, educators and employers are interested in establishing outcomes from education using 

agreed benchmark standards for reading, writing, and numeracy skills. These outcomes are established 

School Indigenous (%) Total (%)

retention to NSW Australia NSW Australia

Year 10 81.0 87.3 97.1 98.5

Year 11 47.2 58.9 82.3 88.6

Year 12 29.2 36.4 70.5 75.4

Table 15. Indigenous and total apparent retention rates of full-time secondary students 

to Years 10, 11 and 12, New South Wales and Australia, 2003

Source: SCRGSP 2005: Table 3A.21.

School type Indigenous (%) Non-Indigenous (%)

NSW Australia NSW Australia

Government 36.3 43.6 69.1 72.9

Non-government 54.7 55.6 81.2 86.3

All schools 38.4 45.7 73.4 77.7

Table 16. Indigenous and non-Indigenous apparent retention rates of full-time 

secondary students from Years 10 to 12, New South Wales and Australia, 2003

Source: SCRGSP 2005: Table 3A.22.
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using a curriculum-based assessment that tests students’ knowledge and skills in numeracy and reading. 

It is administered annually under somewhat variable arrangements between States and Territories, but 

generally at Years 3 and 5. These benchmarks represent an agreed standard of performance that professional 

educators deem to be the minimum level required for students at particular key stages in their educational 

development in order to make adequate progress. Prior to the tests, teachers make evaluations of each 

student before assigning them to a particular test level and exemptions can be, and often are, made if 

teachers believe that students are likely to achieve near zero scores. Such exemption rates are around 3-4 

per cent among Indigenous students in New South Wales, which is in line with the national average (SCRGSP 

2005: Tables 3A.11).

Indigenous (%) Total (%)

NSW Australia NSW Australia

Writing 87.4 79.9 95.9 94.0

Reading 76.6 66.9 92.0 89.8

Numeracy 74.6 63.2 91.7 89.6

Table 17. Percentage of Indigenous and all Year 5 students achieving the benchmark in 

writing, reading and numeracy, New South Wales and Australia, 2001

Source: SCRGSP 2005: Tables 3A.4, 3A.6, 3A.8.

Level of schooling 
completed

Indigenous
(n)

Non-Indigenous
(n)

Indigenous
(%)

Non-Indigenous 
(%)

No school 900 58,748 1.4 1.3

Year 8 or below 10,776 411,881 17.4 9.5

Year 9 12,082 401,172 19.5 9.3

Year 10 21,578 1,306,574 34.9 30.3

Year 11 4,901 260,151 7.9 6.0

Year 12 11,577 1,875,551 18.7 43.5

Total 61,814 4,314,077 100 100

Table 18. Highest level of schooling completed, Indigenous and non-Indigenous adults 

in New South Wales, 2001

Source: ABS 2001 Census of Population and Housing.
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Although the proportions of Year 5 Indigenous students achieving the benchmarks in writing, reading and 

numeracy are lower than the State average (Table 17), Indigenous students in New South Wales perform 

better than the Indigenous students as a whole, partly because all students in the New South Wales 

system tend to perform above the national average. Nonetheless, only three-quarters of New South Wales 

Indigenous students achieve the benchmark in reading and numeracy, although outcomes in writing are 

more encouraging with 87 per cent achieving the benchmark.

The impact of relatively low Indigenous participation in schooling is reflected in census data on highest year 

of schooling completed (Table 18). As much as 17 per cent of Indigenous adults in New South Wales reported 

that their highest school year completed was Year 8 or below. This is almost twice the proportion recorded 

for non-Indigenous adults. At the other end of the spectrum, only 19 per cent of Indigenous adults reported 

Year 12 as their highest school year, compared to 43 per cent of non-Indigenous adults. This relative lack of 

school completion places Indigenous people in New South Wales at a severe disadvantage within the labour 

market.

This disadvantage is reinforced by census data on non-school qualifications (Table 19). Overall, 80 per cent 

of Indigenous adults indicated that they had no post-school qualification compared to 58 per cent of non-

Indigenous adults. Equally as significant, nearly 16 per cent of non-Indigenous adults reported having a 

Bachelor degree or above, compared to only 4 per cent of Indigenous adults.

Non-school
qualification

Indigenous
(n)

Non-Indigenous
(n)

Indigenous
(%)

Non-Indigenous 
(%)

Postgraduate degree 288 108,846 0.5 2.5
Graduate diploma/
certicate 313 60,366 0.5 1.4

Bachelor degree 1,888 502,503 3.0 11.7
Advanced diploma/
certicate 2,096 308,295 3.3 7.2

Certificate 8,163 805,858 13.0 18.8

No qualification 50,008 2,497,091 79.7 58.3

Total 62,756 4,282,959 100 100

Table 19. Non-school qualification, Indigenous and non-Indigenous adults in 

New South Wales, 2001

Source: ABS 2001 Census of Population and Housing.
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VOCATIONAL EDUCATION

Establishing the level of Indigenous participation in VET in New South Wales is rendered difficult because we 

do not know how well the self-identified Indigenous status in VET administrative data on course enrolments 

matches the self-identified Indigenous status on census forms—which leads ultimately to the calculation of 

Indigenous population estimates. In 2003, around 3.5 per cent of VET sector students in New South Wales 

were estimated to be Indigenous. This represented around 9 per cent of the State’s Indigenous population 

(SCRGSP 2005: Table 4A.1) and was above the Indigenous share of the State population which was 2.1 per 

cent. 

Once again, though, performance in the VET sector is just as crucial as participation, and the effectiveness 

of the training system is generally indicated by the successful pass rates for course loads. As shown in Table 

20, only 61 per cent of students who reported Indigenous status in VET course enrolments recorded a pass in 

their course loads. This compared to 77 per cent of those reporting non-Indigenous status.

ECONOMIC IMPACTS OF HEALTH STATUS

Given the links that generally exist between socioeconomic status and ill health (Berkman & Kawachi 2000), 

it is to be expected that the poor economic outcomes observed for Indigenous people in New South Wales 

are in part associated with their relatively high rates of morbidity and mortality. With reference to just one 

statistic—median age at death (which currently stands at 60 years for Indigenous males and 65 years for 

Indigenous females in New South Wales)—the physical limitations on prolonged and full participation in 

the workforce become all too apparent. If we add to this the relatively high morbidity rates commencing 

in young adulthood and rising throughout the prime working ages, then a pattern emerges of physical 

constraints on the ability of many in the community to engage in meaningful and sustained economic 

activity. As an example of the potential scale here, as much as 38 per cent of Indigenous adults in New South 

Wales reported having a disability or long term health condition in the 2002 NATSISS (ABS 2005). From a 

labour market perspective, it is likely that these negative effects of poor health status commence long before 

Table 20. VET load pass rates by Indigenous status, New South Wales and 

Australia, 2003

Source: SCRGSP 2005: Table 4A.2.8.

NSW (%) Australia (%)

Indigenous (1) 61.0 63.7

Non-Indigenous (2) 77.1 77.7

Ratio 1/2 0.79 0.82
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Age interval

Ratio of 
excess Indigenous 

mortality

Mean 
Indigenous 
income ($)

Potential 
lifetime 

income ($)

Potential total 
lifetime income 

lost ($)

0-14 3.18 1,282,176 44,847,168

15-24 2.67 13,840 1,282,176 26,792,701

25-34 4.35 23,675 1,094,598 46,470,188

35-44 6.44 24,819 852,127 64,201,210

45-54 5.61 25,494 600,563 50,898,420

55-64 3.92 19,867 373,761 32,013,416

65-74 2.13 13,721 205,821 7,949,388

75+ 1.25 13,721 68,607 644,676

Total 273,817,166

Table 21. Potential lost lifetime income due to excess male Indigenous mortality, 

New South Wales, 2001

Age interval

Ratio of 
excess Indigenous 

mortality

Mean 
Indigenous 
income ($)

Potential 
lifetime 

income ($)

Potential total 
lifetime income 

lost ($)

0-14 3.24 940,539 25,234,437

15-24 1.92 10,005 940,539 3,587,346

25-34 4.61 18,491 798,056 14,886,965

35-44 7.04 18,490 613,148 28,474,705

45-54 5.99 17,624 432,575 25,844,042

55-64 4.59 12,642 281,242 16,278,808

65-74 3.08 10,902 163,523 7,880,749

75+ 1.26 10,902 54,508 703,401

Total 122,890,452

Table 22. Potential lost lifetime income due to excess female Indigenous mortality, 

New South Wales, 2001
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individuals are eligible to join the workforce as suggested by long-established relationships between the 

poor health status of Indigenous people and below average school performance. There is also the likelihood 

of less direct impacts on workforce participation, such as the prospect that many individuals do not seek 

work due to responsibilities in caring for sick relatives. 

The incomplete identification of Indigenous people in hospital, general practitioner (GP), health centre and 

vital registration data in New South Wales, combined with uncertainties regarding population estimates, 

makes the precise measurement of health status difficult. Notwithstanding this, there are a range of 

indicators that continue to signify much higher Indigenous morbidity and mortality rates. Thus, three 

year average Indigenous infant mortality rates for 2000–02 are almost twice the non-Indigenous rate (9.5 

compared to 5.0 per thousand live births) (SCRGSP 2005: Table HPA.2). The birthweights of Indigenous 

babies are almost twice as likely to be low (under 2500g) compared to non-Indigenous birthweights (11.4% 

compared to 6.2%) (ABS/AIHW 2003: 126). Indigenous hospital separation rates are 50 per cent higher than 

non-Indigenous rates, although generally in line with the Indigenous share of population (ABS/AIHW 2003: 

78). The indirect standardised death rate for Indigenous persons is almost twice that of non-Indigenous 

persons (9.9 compared to 5.6 per thousand) (ABS 2002: 82). All of this, of course, is reflected in the much 

lower life expectancy at birth of 65 years for Indigenous females, and 60 years for Indigenous males over 

the period 1996–2001, compared to 83 and 77 years respectively for all Australians (SCRGSP 2005: Table 

HPA.5).

The relatively poor health status of Indigenous people in New South Wales is unequivocal, but what is less 

clear is the economic impact of this. A range of issues arise—for one thing, the shorter life span means 

that working life is, on average, curtailed. What this means for career development, family savings and 

superannuation are moot points as no research has directly addressed these issues. However, one measure 

that can be attempted, and that begins to place a quantum on health impacts, is an estimate of the total 

amount of potential life income lost due to premature mortality. For this purpose the methodology applied 

by Maxim, White and Obeng-Gyimah (2003) is followed.

This is similar to a life table calculation of life expectancy at birth, only with the focus on potential income 

expectancy under prevailing mortality. It essentially answers the question: what amount of potential lifetime 

income do Indigenous people forgo because they die sooner than the population in general—in other words, 

because they are subject to a regime of higher mortality than that experienced by the general population? 

If we turn to Table 21 for an answer, we can see that the potential lifetime income for Indigenous males in 

New South Wales aged 0–14 years in 2001 was $1.2 million. This is the cumulative sum over a lifetime of 

the average Indigenous male income. However, because Indigenous males in this age group die at a rate that 

is 3.18 times higher than the Australian average, the total amount of potential income lost is the product 

of these excess deaths and each potential lifetime income. For those in the youngest age group in 2001 

this amounted to $44 million. The same calculation is made for each age group resulting in an aggregate 

potential lost income among all males in 2001 of $274 million. The equivalent calculation for females was 

$123 million (Table 22). 
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All other things being equal, if the Indigenous population of New South Wales in 2001 had a mortality 

profile fixed and equivalent to that of the general population they would have received an additional $397 

million in income over the collective lifetime. This income effect of poor health and associated higher 

mortality represents no small loss given that the overall estimated gross personal income for the Indigenous 

population of New South Wales in 2001 was $1.2 billion (Table 12).

INTERACTION WITH THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM

One link between recidivism and economic status is the degree to which convictions and interaction with 

police, courts and prisons, reduce individual chances of participating successfully in education, training, and 

the labour market. Criminologists have long been interested in the relationship between unemployment and 

crime (Weatherburn 2002). However, they have spent much more time examining the effect of unemployment 

on criminal behaviour, than on the effect of a criminal conviction on an individual’s employment prospects 

(Hunter & Borland 1999). 

Source: ABS 2005.

Fig. 4. Age at first formal police charge, Indigenous individuals, New South Wales, 2002
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Accordingly, summary statistics from police records, court records, and prison records for New South Wales 

are presented here to provide a rough estimate of the population for whom contact with the police and 

a criminal conviction might represent a barrier, or at least a brake, on social and economic participation. 

Research on the factors underlying high arrest rates among Indigenous people and the effect of these on 

employment prospects indicates that if governments are concerned about Indigenous social and economic 

well being, then a priority should be to ensure that they stay out of the criminal justice system as far as 

possible (Hunter 2001; Hunter & Borland 1999). The data for New South Wales clearly demonstrate that 

this has yet to be achieved as they indicate high levels of recorded contact with police and subsequent 

conviction via the courts system.

For example, according to the 2002 NATSISS, anywhere between 15.4 per cent and 19.4 per cent of 

Indigenous adults in New South Wales aged 15 years and over were arrested at least once by police over the 

five year period prior to the survey. From Fig. 4, which shows the age at which individuals were first formally 

charged by police, it is clear that this interaction with the criminal justice system commences mostly in the 

teenage years. 

This intensity of police contact is reflected in the depth of involvement in the criminal court system. 

According to data compiled by Weatherburn, Lind and Hua (2003) from court appearance records, 12.8 per 

cent of the Indigenous population of New South Wales aged 10 years and over appeared in a criminal court 

in 2001. However, what is more revealing is that in certain age groups, and for males in particular, court 

appearance rates were excessively high, for example involving as much as 41 per cent of males aged 20 to 

24 years. Overall, around one-quarter of Indigenous adults aged between 20 and 34 years appeared in a New 

South Wales criminal court in 2001, while only a minority of all those appearing in court in 2001 (17% of 

Indigenous males and 27% of Indigenous females) had no previous court appearance in the five years prior 

(Weatherburn, Lind & Hua 2003: 5).

Not surprisingly, then, Table 23 indicates that the rate of Indigenous imprisonment in New South Wales is 

17 times higher than that recorded for non-Indigenous adults; periodic detention is six times higher, and 

the rate of community correction orders is 13 times higher. The first and last of these ratios are both higher 

than the Australian average. In terms of actual numbers, the daily average Indigenous prisoner population 

in 2003–04 stood at 1,554 accounting for 19 per cent of the New South Wales daily prison population 

(SCRGSP 2005: Table 7A.1). As for community correction orders, the daily Indigenous average in 2003–04 

stood at 2,425 and accounted for 14 per cent of the total (SCRGSP 2005: Table 7A.1). It appears that at any 

one time, somewhere in the order of 3,979 Indigenous adults were under the supervision of the New South 

Wales criminal justice system, at least according to those individuals within the system who were recorded 

as Indigenous. This represents at least 5 per cent of the estimated Indigenous population over the age of 

18 years. More concerning from the perspective of economic participation, is the fact that most of these 

custodial orders are concentrated in the younger adult age groups.
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As noted earlier, these levels of interaction with the criminal justice system are strongly correlated with a 

number of key socioeconomic indicators. Of particular interest here is the significant difference in arrest 

rate that emerges in the 2002 NATISISS between different labour force states. For example, 43 per cent of 

unemployed persons had been arrested in the five years prior to the survey compared to only 10 per cent 

of persons who were employed (ABS 2005). Given that high unemployment (or lack of meaningful work) 

and poor educational achievement have been identified as the most prominent factors contributing to 

high arrest rates among Indigenous people (Hunter 2001), there would appear to be a direct structural link 

between the labour force and educational status outlined earlier and the continuing high level of interaction 

with the criminal justice system.

CONCLUSION

The purpose of this analysis has been to portray the economic status of Indigenous people in Australia’s most 

populous State at the beginning of the 21st century. The value of such a profile is two-fold. First, it assists by 

providing a quantum to discussions of need, aspirations, and capacities for participation. Second, it provides 

a benchmark against which the impact of any policy decisions and future actions associated with them may 

subsequently be measured. This much now forms a regular part of government reporting processes via the 

Productivity Commission and at least part of the exercise here has been to integrate some of this output 

with the findings of earlier CAEPR analyses (Taylor 1998; Taylor & Roach 1994), and with more innovative 

applications of census data against the background of Indigenous population projections.

What this backward and forward looking reveals is a population that has barely gained in recent times 

against key indicators of relative economic progress, such as income and labour force status, and one that 

needs to maintain at least the level of recent absolute gains simply to keep up with the demands of an 

Indigenous 
NSW

(1)

Indigenous 
Australia

(3)

Non-
Indigenous 

NSW
(2)

Non-
Indigenous 

Australia 
(4)

Ratio
(1/2)

Ratio
(3/4)

Imprisonment 2,094.5 1,850.5 122.6 115.4 17.2 16.0

Periodic detention 95.1 n/a 15.3 n/a 6.2 N/a

Community corrections 3,261.8 2,764.1 245.4 275.3 13.3 10.0

Table 23. Indigenous and non-Indigenous imprisonment and community corrections 

rates, New South Wales and Australia, 2002-03a

Note: a. Rates per 100,000 population aged 18 years and over.

Source: SCRGSP 2005: Table 7A.3.
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expanding working age group. Against the prospects of this occurring are continuing deficits in the crucial 

area of education, together with sustained high interaction with the criminal justice system. Alongside low 

income, the outcomes are ultimately manifest in low levels of asset accumulation in the housing market 

which is the primary means of household and intergenerational equity formation in contemporary Australia 

(Marks, Headey & Wooden 2005). Overall, in Australia, the degree of wealth inequality across households 

is much larger than the inequality in income alone and, significantly, correlates with poor performance by 

Indigenous people in New South Wales in many of the indicators—such as personal income, occupational 

status and educational status (Marks, Headey & Wooden 2005).

A substantial contributor to the complex of low Indigenous economic status is poor health status and 

its related outcome of premature mortality. Aside from the lost lifetime income associated with low life 

expectancy, there are implications also for the accumulation of, and access to, retirement income either 

through the compulsory superannuation system or through voluntary savings. As Pragnell (2002) points out, 

higher incidences of poverty and shorter life expectancy may mean that Indigenous workers have a greater 

need to access their superannuation early to deal with particular financial situations. In support of this, as 

much as 48 per cent of Indigenous adults in New South Wales reported in the 2002 NATSISS that they were 

unable to raise $2,000 within a week for something important compared to just 13 per cent of all adults (ABS 

2005). However, Pragnell (2002) argues that key constraints on retirement savings are associated more with 

the minimal savings impact of the superannuation guarantee due to low Indigenous occupational status and 

intermittent work. Additionally, those on the basic CDEP wage are not eligible for the guarantee, including 

the automatic death and disability insurance cover that many such schemes provide. With more than 5,000 

CDEP participants in New South Wales this constitutes a significant outstanding public policy issue.

Lack of policy attention to the economic implications of Indigenous premature mortality and to the savings 

implications of Indigenous employment conditions is symptomatic, in a way, of a key structural difference 

between the Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations of New South Wales (and of Australia as a whole 

for that matter). That is, while the nation’s attention is focused increasingly on the consequences of an 

ageing population and in establishing the means to finance and service retirees, most Indigenous people 

barely reach retirement age, and are more concerned with issues at the opposite end of the social policy 

spectrum including child health, education, criminal justice (especially in relation to youth), successful 

transition into the workforce, and asset accumulation. The data presented in this paper help establish the 

composition and scale of this widening gap in needs and aspirations.

On a final note, there is a need to consider the fiscal implications of continuing Indigenous disadvantage 

in New South Wales. Recent research in the Northern Territory associated with the COAG Indigenous 

Community Coordination Pilot project at Wadeye has shown that, after accounting for all per capita 

payments to Indigenous residents of that community compared to the average cohort equivalents in the 
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Northern Territory, whole-of-government expenditure was negative in the community for capacity-building 

areas of public expenditure (most notably education) and positive for items such as welfare spending and 

the criminal justice system (Taylor & Stanley 2005). Not unreasonably, the question was raised as to whether 

this fiscal imbalance was related to the poor socioeconomic outcomes observed at the trial site. Quite what 

might be found for the Murdi Paaki COAG trial site in New South Wales is a moot point worth considering.

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%), with 
housing and infrastructure that is either owned or managed on a community basis.
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