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Chapter 2	 Population

This chapter discusses some key characteristics of the population of Northern 
Australia, paying particular attention to population size and growth rates; population 
density; ethnicity; age and sex profiles; and migration (namely migration into and out 
of the regions of Northern Australia, and population turnover by SLA).

With respect to population size, Northern Australians represented 4.7 per cent of the 
total Australian population in 2006. The majority of people within Northern Australia 
live in the northern regions of Queensland. The Australia Bureau of Statistics predicts 
that the proportion of Australians living in Northern Australia will remain roughly the 
same between 2006 and 2016. Within Northern Australia, the population is expected 
to grow fastest in the Mackay, Pilbara and Darwin-East Arnhem regions over the same 
ten year period.

Northern Australia exhibits a pattern of small but relatively highly concentrated 
population areas surrounded by large areas of sparse population. Within Northern 
Australia, Queensland is generally more densely populated than the northern regions 
of the Northern Territory and Western Australia. 

Indigenous people comprise a relatively large proportion of the Northern Australian 
population (14.3 per cent) compared to the whole of Australia (2.3 per cent). The 
proportion of overseas born to non-overseas born people in Northern Australia is 
approximately half that of Australia as a whole.

The population of many northern Australian regions is younger than that of Australia, 
and working age males often outnumber working age females. There are more 
young people (aged 0–14) and fewer old people (aged 65 and over) within Northern 
Australia, compared with the rest of Australia.

Higher population turnover is common in some areas of Northern Australia, but in 
other areas the population is remarkably static. There are particularly high levels 
of population movement in the Darwin-East Arnhem and Pilbara regions; however, 
the ten Australian SLAs with the least turnover are also all from Northern Australia 
and contain high numbers of Indigenous Australians. This, however, does not take 
into account habitual movements of the Indigenous population which is not fully 
reflected in the official statistics such as population censuses.

2.1	 Population and population growth rates
Table 2.1.1 shows that the population of Northern Australia in 2006 was in excess 
of 950 000 people and represented 4.7 per cent of the total population of Australia. 
The majority lived in northern Queensland, representing 16.7 per cent of the total 
population in that state. The second largest population in Northern Australia is that of 
the Northern Territory, which represents 1 per cent of the total population of Australia 
and nearly all of the population of the Northern Territory. Western Australia’s Pilbara 
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and Kimberley region populations were, between them, only 0.38 per cent of the 
total population of Australia and 3.9 per cent of the population of that state in 2006.

Northern Australia is not intensively urbanised with only about half of the population 
living in towns. There are only four cities with population larger than 50 000 people. 
These are Townsville with about 128 800 inhabitants, Cairns (113 800), Mackay (66 800) 
and Darwin (66 300), in 2006 (ABS 2006b) (see Table 2.1(a) on the CD). 

Northern Australia’s population is expected to remain at roughly the same 
proportion of the Australian population from 2006 (4.7 per cent) to 2016 (4.8 per cent). 
However, Northern Australia’s population is predicted to grow 0.4 per cent faster 
than Australia, during 2006–11. Northern Australia’s population is expected to grow 
fastest in the Pilbara (Western Australia), Darwin-East Arnhem (Northern Territory) 
and Mackay (Queensland) regions. In those regions, the average population growth 
rates for 2011 and 2016 are expected to exceed rates for Western Australia and the 
Northern Territory. In the northern regions of Western Australia, the population 
is expected to grow faster than in the rest of the state. In the Northern Australian 
regions of Queensland, the population is anticipated to grow slower than in the rest 
of Queensland by about 0.2 of a per cent, with the Longreach region population 
numbers to decline between 2011 and 2016.

2.2	 Population density
Northern Australia exhibits a pattern of small, but relatively concentrated population 
areas, surrounded by large areas of sparse population. This is particularly true of 
northern Western Australia and the Northern Territory. Table 2.2.1 shows that northern 
Queensland was generally more densely populated than the northern regions of 
the Northern Territory and Western Australia. The Northern Australian UCLs with 
the highest population densities were Townsville-Thuringowa and Darwin, and the 
regions with highest population densities were Barkly-Central NT and Longreach. 
The UCLs with the lowest population densities were Charters Towers and Weipa, and 
the regions with the lowest population densities were Katherine-Lower Top End and 
the Kimberley.
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Table 2.2.1	 Northern Australia—usually resident population, area, and 
population density by region and selected UCL, 2006

Region Usually resident  
population 

Area of region  
(square kilometres)

Population  
density

Northern Australia (WA)  72 360  933 879  0
	 Pilbara Region  43 065  513 079  0
Exmouth   1 846  7  273
Port Hedland   11 558  119  97
	 Kimberley Region  29 295  420 799  0
Northern Australia (NT)  187 123  500 403  0
	 Darwin-East Arnhem Region  133 707  153 619  1
Darwin	  66 290  78  845
	 Katherine-Lower Top End Region  16 463  346 143  0
Katherine	  5 849  16  371
	 Barkly-Central NT Region  36 953  641  58
Alice Springs   21 623  30  726
Tennant Creek	  2 920  19  156
Northern Australia (QLD)  639 878  901 837  1
	 Mackay Region  175 134  101 998  2
Mackay town   66 874  107  624
	 Northern Region  196 683  80 039  2
Townsville   128 807  156  828
Charters Towers   7 978  42  190
	 Far North Region  231 064  273 162  1
Weipa   2 830  10  292
Cairns   113 843  152  751
	 North West Region  33 474  446 494  0
Mount Isa	  18 857  58  322
	 Longreach Region  3 523  144  24
Longreach   2 976  8  383
Northern Australia subtotal  899 361 2 336 119  0

Note: 	 This table shows the population, area (square kilometres) and population density (persons per square 
kilometres). The population density figures provided above need to be approached with caution, given the 
differing sizes of each of the regions and UCLs in square kilometres.

Source:	 ABS (2006b). 

2.3	 Ethnicity
Indigenous people represent a relatively large proportion of the Northern Australian 
population compared to the whole of Australia (see Table 2.3.1 and Table 2.3.2). 
The highest proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in Northern 
Australia was noted in the Northern Territory (27.3 per cent) and Western Australia 
(24.9 per cent). The proportion was relatively smaller in northern Queensland 
(8.3 per cent); however, this was still well above the rest of Australia (2.3 per cent).

In 2006, the largest proportions of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population 
in the total population were in the Katherine-Lower Top End and Kimberley regions. 
The lowest share of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population were in the 
MacKay Region, as well as in the Exmouth Urban Centre/Location (UCL) of the Pilbara 
Region. 
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The proportion of overseas-born people in the population in Northern Australia 
(12.4  per cent) is approximately half the proportion of overseas-born people in 
Australia (22.2 per cent). The highest proportions of overseas-born people in the 
population were noted in the Darwin-East Arnhem and Far North Queensland 
regions. At the UCL level, the highest proportion was in Darwin (21.4 per cent), 
followed by Alice Springs (16.8 per cent) and Exmouth (16.4 per cent). The highest 
proportions of Australian-born people in the population were observed in the 
Longreach, Katherine-Lower Top End, and Northern Queensland regions. At the UCL 
level, the highest proportions of Australian-born people were recorded in Charters 
Towers (89.0 per cent) and Longreach (84.9 per cent).
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2.4	 Population by age and sex
In the majority of northern regions, the working-age male population outnumbers 
females in the same age group. The highest proportion of working-age males was 
noted in the Pilbara and Kimberley regions of Western Australia, as well as in the 
Darwin-East Arnhem Region (Northern Territory) and North-West and Mackay 
regions of Queensland (for male-to-female ratios by SLA see Table 2.4 (j) on the CD). 

By contrast, the proportion of people aged over 65 years among both sexes was 
smallest in the northern regions of Western Australia (2.0 per cent male and 1.5 per 
cent male) and Northern Territory (2.5 per  cent male and 2.2 per cent female), as 
compared with the totals for Australia (5.8 per cent male and 7.1 per cent female). In 
the northern regions of Queensland, the proportion of people aged over 65 years 
(at 4.9 per cent of males and 5.2 per cent of females) was also lower than in Australia, 
although the proportions were not as low as in other areas in Northern Australia. 
Many of Queensland’s northern regions are a destination of retired people, especially 
those from the eastern coast.

Figure 2.4.1	 Northern Australia—population distribution by age group and 
sex, by region, 2006 (Western Australia)

Notes: 	 This graph shows population profiles by selected age bracket by northern Australian region in Western 
Australia.

Sources: 	 ABS (2006b); ABS (2007b).
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Figure 2.4.2	 Northern Australia—population distribution by age group and 
sex, by region, 2006 (Northern Territory)

Notes: 	 This graph shows population profiles by selected age bracket by northern Australian region in the Northern 
Territory.

Sources: 	 ABS (2006b); ABS (2007b).

Figure 2.4.3	 Northern Australia—population distribution by age group and 
sex, by region, 2006 (Queensland) 

Notes: 	 This graph shows population profiles by selected age bracket by northern Australian region in Queensland.
Sources: 	 ABS (2006b); ABS (2007b).
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Figure 2.4.4	 Northern Australia—population distribution by age group and 
sex, by region, 2006

Notes: 	 This graph shows population profiles by selected age bracket and gender for Northern Australian in 
comparison to Australia.

Sources: 	 ABS (2006b); ABS (2007b).

The dominance of working age adults in the population of certain Northern Australian 
regions is partly related to people moving away from those areas as they reach 
retirement. Another reason for proportionately lower numbers of people aged 65 
years in some regions is a relatively low life expectancy among Indigenous males and 
females generally. As Table 2.4.1 illustrates, Indigenous life expectancy is rarely above 
65 years of age in Northern Australia, Western Australia, Queensland and Australia as 
a whole by the 1996 to 2001 period. 
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Table 2.4	 Life expectancy estimates—Indigenous population, selected 
states, 1996–2001	

Life expectancy estimates (years)
Queensland
	 Male   59
	 Female   63
Western Australia
	 Male   59
	 Female   67
Northern Territory
	 Male   58
	 Female   65
Australia (Indigenous persons)
	 Male   59
	 Female   65
Australia (total persons)
	 Male   77
	 Female   82

Note:	 Indigenous data is from the period 1996–2001, as at the time of publication no Indigenous life expectancy 
estimates have been calculated later than this point. For comparative purposes, Australian data for the period 
1998–2000 was used. Life expectancy refers to the average number of years a person of a given age and sex 
can expect to live if current age-sex specific death rates continue to apply throughout his or her lifetime. To 
measure life expectancy and mortality, data is required on the births and deaths of the total population. The 
accuracy of the estimates depends on the completeness of this data. Due to uncertainty about the estimates 
of these components for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, indirect experimental methods are 
used to calculate life expectancies for the Indigenous population. These experimental life expectancies should 
only be used as an indicative summary measure of the level of mortality of the Indigenous population. (ABS 
and AIHW 2008, p.180). Caution should be exercised when undertaking analysis of Indigenous mortality and, 
in particular, trends in Indigenous mortality. Some of the issues affecting the reporting of Indigenous mortality 
include coverage of Indigenous deaths, unexplained changes in the number of people identified as Indigenous 
in different data collections and over time, the use of a standard Indigenous status question, and not stated 
Indigenous status (ABS 2007c).

Source:	 ABS (2007c).

Across Northern Australia, higher percentages of males and females within the 
working age of 15–65 were observed. The population pyramids in Figures 2.4.5, 2.4.6, 
2.4.7 and 2.4.8 indicate that although Australia’s population (Figure 2.4.8) is aging, this 
is not the case within Northern Australia, which has a much younger population. 
For example, in Western Australia, 9 per cent of the population were aged between 
0–9 years (compared with 6.3 per cent of Australia’s population). At the other end 
of the scale, very low percentages of females aged over 70 were seen in northern 
Western Australia (0.2 per cent) and the Northern Territory (0.4 per cent), compared 
to Australia (2.3 per cent).

Whilst the indigenous population is much younger than the non-Indigenous, at older 
ages the proportions of people reverse and the non-indigenous older generations 
become more numerous. A shorter life expectancy among Indigenous people 
has an effect of reducing the proportions of older generations below those of the  
non-Indigenous group. It is obvious from Figure 2.4.9 that there was no corresponding 
‘baby boom’ and ‘aging’ effect on the Indigenous population, which are visible from 
the shape of the plotted distribution.4

4.	 The last two figures are based on a different format of data presentation by ABS from those in Figures 2.4.5 to 2.4.8, 
where the top age bracket was ‘85 years and over’.
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Figure 2.4.5	 Northern Australia (Queensland)—population, by age and sex, 
2006 (per cent)

Sources: 	 ABS (2006b); ABS (2007b).

Figure 2.4.6	 Northern Australia (Northern Territory)—population, by age and 
sex, 2006 (per cent)

Sources: 	 ABS (2006b); ABS (2007b).
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Figure 2.4.7	 Northern Australia (Western Australia)—population, by age and 
sex, 2006 (per cent)

Sources: 	 ABS (2006b); ABS (2007b).

Figure 2.4.8	 Australia—population, by age and sex, 2006 (per cent)

Notes: 	 These population pyramids compare population profiles, by age and gender, for northern Western Australia, 
the northern Northern Territory, northern Queensland, and Australia, in 2006.

Sources: 	 ABS (2006b); ABS (2007b).
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Figures 2.4.9 and 2.4.10 illustrate differences between the Indigenous and non-
Indigenous population of Northern Australia.

Figure 2.4.9	 Northern Australia—Indigenous population by age and sex, 
2006 (per cent)

Source: 	  ABS (2006c).

Figure 2.4.10	 Northern Australia—non-Indigenous population by age and sex, 
2006 (per cent)

Source: 	 ABS (2006c).
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2.5	 Migration and population turnover
Population movements in Northern Australia stem from various activities, such as 
migration, tourism, work in the region on short-term basis (construction workers), 
‘fly-in, fly-out’, ‘drive-in, drive-out’ and other forms of mobility, which may not be 
well-recorded in the official statistics. Table 2.5.1 indicates the level of migration 
which occurs within or between regions in Northern Australia. There is a large 
population flow around Northern Australia, as registered by the 2006 Census. This 
movement does not necessarily suggest that people have left a particular region (or 
the country) but instead indicates those people who have changed where they live; 
in some cases, people have moved around a lot within the same region, such as in the 
Mackay and Longreach regions (see Table 2.5.1). There were particularly high levels 
of population movement by those living in the Darwin-East Arnhem and Pilbara 
regions. As the Pilbara Region has a strong mining industry, this may reflect a high 
fluctuation of employees in a dynamic employment market. Population movement 
within Northern Australia may be driven by people adjusting their housing situation 
in order to fit with their changing needs, as they progress through the life cycle. For 
example, younger people within Northern Australia may move in order to follow 
jobs or to access educational facilities, while older residents may move in order to be 
closer to health services, et cetera.

Population turnover is discussed here as a further measure of migration in Northern 
Australia. A table of population turnover across Northern Australian SLAs is provided 
in the electronic versions of this publication. It shows the effects of both in-migration 
and out-migration on the population, by adding the two together to calculate 
‘turnover’.

There was significant diversity among SLAs with respect to population turnover in 
Northern Australia, which paradoxically has some of the highest and lowest turnover 
SLAs across the whole of Australia. Of the ten SLAs with the highest population 
turnovers in Australia between the 2001 and 2006 censuses, four were located 
in Northern Australia. Of the ten SLAs with the highest population turnovers in 
Northern Australia over the same period, seven were located in and around Darwin 
(Nightcliff—118.0 per cent; Driver—120.7 per cent; The Gardens—120.9 per cent; 
Larrakeyah—126.3 per cent; Litchfield Shire Part A—129.3 per cent; Gunn-Palmerston 
City—134.2 per cent; and Jabiru—146.9 per cent); two were located in Townsville 
(Rosslea—118.9 per cent and Vincent—115.1 per cent); and one was located in Alice 
Springs (Alice Springs-Stuart—122.1 per cent).
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Table 2.5.1	 Northern Australia—population movement, by region, 2001–06

Region Usually 
resident 

population,  
2006

Total number  
of migrants 
(into or out  
of the SLA)

Migrants who  
moved within the  

same SLA

Migrants who  
moved within the  

same SLA  
(per cent)

Northern Australia (WA)  79 510  55 128  31 207   39
	 Pilbara Region  46 505  31 841  16 253   35
	 Kimberley Region  33 005  23 287  14 954   45
Northern Australia (NT)  206 347  148 818  87 790   43
	 Darwin-East Arnhem Region  146 266  105 430  60 000   41
	 Katherine-Lower Top End Region  18 646  13 262  8 883   48
	 Barkly-Central NT Region  41 435  30 126  18 907   46
Northern Australia (QLD)  683 184  505 639  340 046   50
	 Mackay Region  186 349  135 209  98 697   53
	 Northern Region  209 588  157 873  97 107   46
	 Far North Region  247 589  180 380  124 708   50
	 North West Region  35 900  28 804  17 470   49
	 Longreach Region  3 758  3 373  2 064   55
Northern Australia subtotal  969 041  709 585  459 043   47
Australia total 20 697 880 19 143 365 11 430 910   55

Notes:	 This table shows the number of people who migrated to an SLA, the number of people to have migrated but 
stayed within the same SLA, and the number to have left an SLA during or before 2006.

Source:	 ABS (2008c).

All of the ten Australian SLAs recorded as showing the lowest population turnovers 
between the 2001 and 2006 censuses were located in Northern Australia. All of 
these areas were also predominantly Indigenous but this indicates that the official 
population statistics do not adequately register the migratory movements so typical 
among these groups of population.5

Data relating to population available in the online 
compendium
2.1 	 Population and population growth rates

•	 Northern Australia—usually resident population numbers and growth 
rates, by SLA, 2001 to 2016.

2.2	 Population density

•	 Northern Australia—usually resident population, area, and population 
density by SLA and selected UCL, 2006.

2.3	 Ethnicity

•	 Northern Australia—usually resident population by ethnicity, by SLA, 2006.

5.	 Seven of the SLAs were in the Northern Territory (Angurugu—7.5 per cent; East Arnhem Balance—14.1 per cent;  
West Arnhem—15.3 per cent; Thamarrurr—16.9 per cent; Yugul Mangi—17.2 per cent; Numbulwar 
Numburindi—18.8 per cent; and Kunbarllanjnja—20.6 per cent); the remaining three communities were located in 
Queensland (Yarrabah—16.2 per cent; Aurukun—18.3 per cent and Kowanyama—19.3 per cent). 
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2.4	 Population by age and sex

•	 Northern Australia—Pilbara Region, usually resident population by age 
and sex, 2006

•	 Northern Australia—Kimberley Region, usually resident population by age 
and sex, 2006

•	 Northern Australia—Western Australia, usually resident population by age 
and sex, 2006

•	 Northern Australia—Darwin-East Arnhem Region, usually resident 
population by age and sex, 2006

•	 Northern Australia—Katherine-Lower Top End Region, usually resident 
population by age and sex, 2006

•	 Northern Australia—Barkly-Central NT region, usually resident population 
by age and sex, 2006

•	 Northern Australia—Northern Territory, usually resident population by 
age and sex, 2006

•	 Northern Australia—Mackay Region, usually resident population by age 
and sex, 2006

•	 Northern Australia—Northern Region, usually resident population by age 
and sex, 2006

•	 Northern Australia—Far North Region, usually resident population by age 
and sex, 2006

•	 Northern Australia—North-West Region, usually resident population by 
age and sex, 2006

•	 Northern Australia—Longreach Region, usually resident population by 
age and sex, 2006

•	 Northern Australia—Queensland, usually resident population by age and 
sex, 2006

•	 Northern Australia—usually resident population by age and sex, 2006

•	 Western Australia—usually resident population by age and sex, 2006

•	 Northern Territory—usually resident population by age and sex, 2006

•	 Queensland—usually resident population by age and sex, 2006

•	 Australia—usually resident population by age and sex, 2006

•	 Northern Australia—usually resident population by age and sex, by SLA, 
2006.

2.5	 Population turnover

•	 Northern Australia—population migration, by SLA, between 2001 and 2006.




