
NEWSLETTER 
DATE

Working populations in resource regions 
are made up of residents and long 
distance commuters. Long distance 
commuters comprise FIFO (fly-in-fly-
out), DIDO (drive-in-drive-out) and BIBO 
(bus-in-bus-out), and this transient 
workforce continues to grow. In some 
townships, like Moranbah in the Bowen 
Basin of Queensland, the non-resident 
workforce is larger than the resident 
population. This is placing increased 
pressure on the affected communities, 

and on the cities to which many of their 
needs are outsourced. Towns and the 
local economies in these regions are 
experiencing fundamental, far-reaching 
changes that are impacting both 
infrastructure and service delivery.

Australia’s much discussed ‘two-
speed economy’ is most evident and 
acutely felt in places where resources 
companies pay what they must to attract 
and keep talent. While many residents 
of these communities benefit from the 

influx of high-income newcomers, the 
distribution of their wealth is not evenly 
spread and there are many who do not 
reap the benefits. Many businesses 
are starved of labor and demand for 
accommodation drives housing beyond 
the means of long-term locals and 
support staff in key service industries. 

In some parts of Western Australia 
and Queensland, housing availability 
has reached crisis point. In Moranbah, 
house prices have increased by an 
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Regional and remote Australia is undergoing a once-in-a-generation transformation driven by unprecedented 
investment in resources projects. More than $400 billion of energy and minerals projects are being developed 
or planned for the period to 2020.* Most of this activity is in Western Australia and Queensland.

Global demand for resources is, and will continue to be, the mainstay of Australia’s economy in the near 
and medium-term. This demand, and the rush to meet it, is generating significant structural shifts in regional 
economies as existing resources projects expand and new ones are built and become operational. 

Each project requires investment not just in direct infrastructure – power, roads, rail and ports – but in social 
infrastructure and services to support the people who live and work in these regions.
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Figure 1: Advanced Minerals & Energy Projects April 2011. (Source: ABARE) 

average of 38 percent per annum over 
the 10 years to June 2011. In Karratha, 
Western Australia, soaring housing 
prices have forced key service workers 
to leave town. In the Karratha suburb 
of Nickol, house prices have increased 
by an average annual rate of 31 percent 
over 10 years to reach $1.02 million in 
June 2011 (Source: RP Data Investors 
Report June 2011).

Social infrastructure and service delivery 
– from housing and medical care to 

education, emergency services,  
sports fields and recreation centres –  
is critical to ensuring the development 
of sustainable communities. These 
services are essential for attracting and 
retaining families in regional towns that 
are seeking to capitalise on the benefits 
generated from resource activity.

Local governments know this. So do 
state governments. Companies are 
willing to contribute. Yet the race to 
extract and sell resources is being run 

at record speed, with new projects 
being approved and workers pouring 
into regional areas at unprecedented 
rates. Policy vacuums are frequent, as 
are debates over whether governments 
at different levels should intervene or 
stand back to let the market operate. 
To maintain service provision, social 
infrastructure planning and policy 
development needs to occupy  
‘centre stage’. 
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Developing thriving communities
Attempts are being made at several 
locations and levels to assist in 
the development of sustainable 
communities. Many communities have 
high – and potentially unsustainable 
– expectations of what the boom 
will bring them. In Western Australia 
and Queensland, the state and local 
governments are working collectively 
towards establishing overarching 
strategies for social infrastructure 
provision as part of resource project 
approvals and enhanced coordination 
of regional planning. However, the 
complexity of government structures 
makes it difficult to lock-in a single 
accountable entity with the authority 
and mandate to execute government 
responses and partner with local 
governments. 

Despite the best efforts of various 
stakeholders, policy and planning gaps 
are evident in the primary resource 
states at three different levels.

First, our observations suggest that 
there is an absence of universally 
accepted, evidence-based information 
about what is actually happening in the 
regions undergoing significant change. 
What little data exists is often out of 
date or incomplete due to fluidity in the 
status of projects and official statistics 
don’t always account fully for FIFO 
workers in resources regions.

In Queensland, the Coordinator General 
has embarked on preliminary modelling 
for the cumulative effects on regional 
populations, taking into account the 
increasing numbers and changing needs 
of nearby resources projects, as well as 
the related enabling projects, such as 
power station upgrades and transport 
links. Typically, the construction phase 
requires an ‘injection’ of workers, 
followed by consolidation as the project 
settles into operation, and another  
spike in workforce numbers as the 
projects expand. 

If one major resources project has a 
significant impact on the way people live 
and work in a region, multiple projects 
must have a greater impact – but in what 

ways, and by how much? There is a need 
to look at both the engines of growth – 
for example mines – and at the industry 
supply chains supporting them, such as 
maintenance and key service workers. 

Second, there is often no agreed 
platform for understanding what is 
happening in these regions or for 
undertaking the necessary modelling. 
Individual shires are keenly aware of 
the need to know what is happening on 
their turf, to seize advantage and lay the 
groundwork for long-term growth. They 
want to plan accordingly, albeit they 
themselves are limited in their ability to 
hold and retain highly skilled individuals 
in a competitive wage market. 

A study recently undertaken by KPMG 
on the services and population of the 
Isaac Regional Council in Queensland’s 
Bowen Basin, provides a strong 
example. The study found that in 
2011 alone, 25,000 visiting workers 
were swelling the shire’s permanent 
population of 23,000.

The additional 25,000 non-residents 
netted down to a full time equivalent 
non-resident population base of 
approximately 20,000 over and 
above the shire’s existing rate-paying 
population base and on this basis the 
total full time equivalent population was 
calculated at 43,000. Although most 
FIFO workers stay in company-provided 
temporary accommodation, their 
presence changes important service 
ratios. For example, with only nine GPs 
in Isaac, the official ratio is one doctor 
for every 2,500 residents. When the 
FIFO population is taken into account, 
the ratio is one in 4,800. 

A second KPMG study, commissioned 
by Queensland’s Western Downs 
Regional Council, found that 
development of the Surat Basin coal 
reserves, expansion of the coal seam 
gas industry and investment in coal and 
gas-fired power stations would drive 
substantial population growth over the 
next 5 years. Even with housing-related 
project approval conditions placed 
on some key resource projects, the 
forecast growth will adversely affect 

people living in the shire without further 
housing supply measure targets and 
more childcare, primary schools and 
other facilities.

These studies, considered individually 
are ground breaking, but if combined 
could be further developed into a robust 
regional planning tool. Obviously, the 
effects of resource operations are 
not confined within local government 
boundaries. When council’s plan 
only for their individual geographical 
areas of responsibility, shortfalls, 
duplications and inefficiencies are likely 
outcomes. There is an opportunity 
for local governments to work more 
collaboratively at regional levels and 
with state government agencies,  
with the objective of developing 
sustainable communities. 

Third, momentum is being generated 
within the Western Australian and 
Queensland Governments through 
more effective use of the Lead 
Agency Framework and Coordinator 
General provisions respectively. The 
challenge going forward for these state 
governments is to balance the operation 
of market and commercial innovation 
with the need to provide genuine 
leadership around policy, planning and 
service delivery coordination to ensure 
the public interest is met.

Some progress is being made: Western 
Australia has its Royalties for Regions 
program and is supported by the 
Department of State Development 
through the Lead Agency Framework as 
well as a range of other special purpose 
entities such as the Pilbara Development 
Commission. In Queensland, the 
Office of the Coordinator General 
has oversight of resource project 
applications and is developing improved 
regional governance models with key 
agency partners in economic and social 
infrastructure agencies as well as  
local government. 

A real challenge facing central 
coordinating agencies is that because 
they are often at the forefront of 
policy setting around major project 
approval conditioning, they are reliant 
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on the expertise of line agencies who 
themselves are not well structured 
to enable holistic reference points for 
proponents and central conditioning 
agencies. Equally important are 
local governments that often have 
quite granular obligations around 
implementing elements of state 
strategies, particularly relating to 
planning and development, community 
services and basic trunk infrastructure. 

In summary, no single state authority 
has oversight of a project’s broader 
regional impact, from application 
through completion; and no single 
authority looks at the collective and 
cumulative impact of resources projects 
across a region through a consistent 
and universally accepted ‘lens’ that 
translates impact and opportunity at a 
regional, sub-regional and local level. 
State strategy responses are often 
developed but the essential ‘translation’ 
piece necessary for implementation at a 
geographic or local ‘catchment’ level is 
often absent.  

A coordinated approach
The resources boom is driving change 
so quickly that in some Western 
Australian and Queensland regions it is 
easy to conclude that ad hoc responses 
might be the only option. Statistics 

from the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
estimate that a record A$120 billion is 
slated for mining investment alone in 
the 2012-2013 financial year. 

Yet global demand – largely from the 
urbanisation and industrialisation of 
Asia – is forecast to underpin Australia’s 
resources industry for years, if not 
decades, so there is time – albeit not 
much – to establish policies that take 
a wide, long-term view of the ways 
in which the resources boom can 
benefit rather than diminish regional 
communities and whole states.

What is needed is a workable 
mechanism to measure the cumulative 
impact, and underpin the policy 
development, and service planning 
and delivery needed to facilitate a 
sustainable resources sector. Resource 
regions would also benefit from an ‘in-
region’ senior representative to oversee 
resource development and community 
impact across critical economic areas, 
for example the Surat or Bowen Basin. 

This senior representative, with access 
to key legislative instruments and a 
relevant mandate, could then challenge 
traditional structures and line agencies 
to assess the competing needs of 
different activities and determine what 
economic and social infrastructure and 

services are necessary to support short-
term demands and long-term prosperity. 

Success of effective regional 
coordination will depend upon 
appropriate legislative and governance 
arrangements, enabling streamlined 
assessment and approvals, and the 
alignment of delivery obligations by 
resource companies with relevant 
supporting government activity, for 
example, social service delivery, 
statutory planning and regulatory 
approvals processes. 

Presently these are carried out in good 
faith by multiple local government 
and state government departments; 
however the evidence-base and 
governance structures are still maturing 
and are not yet fully inter-locked. An 
overarching ‘in-region’ presence by the 
central coordinating entity for resource 
project approvals and planning and 
programming of infrastructure and 
services is an essential next reform step 
for priority resource regions. 

Ideally, a strengthened regional 
coordinating presence with direct links 
back to central government would 
be coupled with a senior political 
representative who has the credibility 
and mandate to align political, agency 
and stakeholder interests.
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