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Copyright  
The work is copyrighted. The Copyright Act 1968 permits fair dealing for study, research, news reporting, criticism or review. Selected passages, 
tables or diagrams may be reproduced for such purposes, provided acknowledgment of the source is included. Permission of any more extensive 
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Disclaimer 
This document has been prepared by Creating Communities Australia.  
 
Creating Communities Australia was commissioned to prepare this publication by the Australian Petroleum Production and Exploration Association 
(‘APPEA’) and has received a fee from APPEA for its preparation. Companies operating in the Australian oil and gas industry are, from time to time 
clients of Creating Communities Australia. 
 
The professional analysis and advice in this report is for the exclusive use of the client for the purposes specified in it. This report is supplied in good 
faith and reflects the knowledge, expertise and experience of the consultants involved. The report must not be published, quoted or disseminated to 
any other party without Creating Communities’ prior written consent. Creating Communities Australia accepts no responsibility whatsoever for any loss 
occasioned by any person acting or refraining from action as a result of reliance on the report, other than the addressee. In conducting the analysis in 
this report Creating Communities Australia has endeavoured to use what it considers is the best information available at the date of publication, 
including information supplied by the addressee. Unless stated otherwise, Creating Communities Australia does not warrant the accuracy of any 
forecast or prediction in the report. Although Creating Communities Australia exercises reasonable care when making forecasts or predictions, factors 
in the process, such as future market behaviour, are inherently uncertain and cannot be forecast or predicted reliably. Creating Communities Australia 
shall not be liable in respect of any claim arising out of the failure of a client investment to perform to the advantage of the client or to the advantage of 
the client to the degree suggested or assumed in any advice or forecast given by Creating Communities Australia. 
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Foreword 

This report was produced to contribute to the discussion around labour mobility in developing Northern Australia. It 

identifies a number of recommendations designed to harness the opportunities the oil and gas sector can bring to 

Australia’s north.   

With more than half of Australia’s seven LNG projects situated in Northern Australia, the importance of a highly 

skilled and mobile workforce to support these and potential future developments cannot be overstated.  

It is hoped that the recommendations contained in the report will contribute to the work commissioned by the 

Australian Government for a Northern Australia White Paper process in 2014. 
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 Introduction: harnessing the opportunities to develop Northern Australia 

The development of Northern Australia is integral to the future economic development of 

Australia and represents one of our greatest nation-building opportunities. It comes at an 

important time with questions being raised about what will drive the next phase of growth, 

considering the relative decline of other important industries such as manufacturing. 1 2 

Major shifts in world economic growth from west to east have been driven by the rapid industrialisation of China and 

other large Asian economies. For Australia, this has translated into strong demand for our energy and mineral 

resources, and responds to our nation’s key comparative advantages - as a secure and reliable energy exporter, with 

access to vast resources and proximity to the rapidly-emerging ASEAN economies. There is significant potential to 

further enhance Australia’s role in the global economy by harnessing the challenge of developing the resource assets 

of Northern Australia. 

The oil and gas industry is critical to Australia’s future economic success. The trajectory of the industry’s contribution 

to the national economy continues to rise; having already delivered $150 billion in taxes since the mid-1970s, the 

sector is poised to significantly expand with $200 billion of capital currently being invested across Australia in seven 

Liquid Natural Gas (LNG) projects alone – with more than half taking place in Northern Australia3. It is estimated that 

by 2025, the construction and operation of these projects will have added more than $260 billion (in net present value 

terms) to Australia’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and contribute between $6.3 billion and $7 billion a year in 

taxation revenue.4 

 

But the opportunity doesn’t stop there. Leading experts such as Deloitte Access Economics predict that natural gas is 

likely to be one of the brightest growth engines in the country for the next two decades. There is the potential for a 

further $180 billion of capital expenditure in gas projects currently under investigation 5. 

Increased resource sector export activity will benefit all Australians, with some of the additional investment that is 

required to meet demand to be obtained from foreign sources. The enterprises these external investors support 

employ Australian residents who pay taxes to the Australian governments. Modelling shows $3.8 billion was 

                                                           
1 Australian Government Productivity Commission (2013), Geographic Labour Mobility (Draft Report) 

2 Deloitte Access Economics and APPEA (2013), The economic impacts of a domestic gas reservation  

3 Deloitte Access Economics (2012), Advancing Australia: Harnessing our Corporate Energy Advantage. (Available at www.appea.com.au) 

4 APPEA (2013), Geographic  Labour Mobility: Productivity Commission Issues Paper 

5 BREE (2013) Resources and Energy Major Projects October 2013 
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contributed to Australian Gross National Income (GNI)6 in 2011-12 and up to 69% of revenues from Australian LNG 

projects go to governments, communities and local companies7. 

 

Attracting and Retaining a Skilled Workforce 

 

While the future is bright and the opportunity enormous, the greatest risk to the resources industry in successfully 

harnessing the assets of Northern Australia, outside barriers to land access and tenure, is the ability to source and 

retain a skilled workforce who can sustain long-term, complex production requirements.  

 

With an ever-increasing proportion of people living in large cities and centres in the southern rim of Australia, there is 

a divide between where people live and where the new jobs are. The need to foster and stimulate workforce mobility 

has never been more critical. The vast majority of major oil and gas projects are located in northern regions where 

demand for labour exceeds local supply. Access to trained and job-ready local workers for key resource sector 

projects is limited, with poor education and employment rates being evident in the regions, particularly in Aboriginal 

communities.  

 

Geographic labour mobility is critical to alleviating skill shortages and regional disparities in labour market conditions, 

while it also increases skill utilisation and personal incomes. In doing so, it can contribute positively to economic and 

community wellbeing outcomes. It also enables workers to move to the locations where they are most productive and 

highly valued. This can increase employment and incomes, and facilitate the distribution of wealth more broadly 

across Australia.8 Conversely, a lack of mobility can lead to persistent disparities in regional labour market 

performance and increased inequality in income and social conditions.9 

 

Advances in transport and communication technologies have enhanced labour mobility in the last decade with an 

increase in long distance commuting, mostly via Fly In – Fly Out (FIFO) and Drive In - Drive Out (DIDO) 

arrangements. The oil and gas industry’s need for a large temporary workforce during the capital expenditure phase 

places greater onus on labour mobility and flexibility to enable highly-skilled, hands-on operators to be deployed in 

their most productive capacity. Therefore the use of transient workforces is essential to these projects. 10 

 

With governments facing increasing difficulties in providing cost-effective service delivery for permanent residents in 

resource sector communities, the use of transient employment options also provides a safety net by providing 

breathing space to develop local community infrastructure and services, once there is an assurance of sustainable 

populations. 11 12 

 

The development of Northern Australia will not happen overnight. Therefore the flexible use of long-distance 

commuting workforces will be pivotal in supporting the development of the region as towns and cities evolve. 

Therefore any vision to successfully develop Northern Australia must have strategies for fostering labour mobility at 

its core.  

 

The key drivers that need to be addressed in attracting and retaining skilled workforces to the north, now and into the 

future, are displayed in the Northern Workforce Mobility Model (Figure 1) below: 

 

  

                                                           
6 KPMG and CME (2013), Economic Reach of the Western Australian Resources Sector  

7 McKinsey & Co (2013), Extending the LNG boom: improving Australian LNG productivity and competitiveness  

8 Minerals Council of Australia/APPEA: Long distance commuting Report p24 or p13 

9 Australian Government Productivity Commission (2013), Geographic Labour Mobility (Draft Report) 

10 APPEA (2013) Geographic  Labour Mobility: Productivity Commission Issues Paper, July 2013 

11 Minerals Council of Australia (2013), Geographic Labour Mobility: Submission on the Productivity Commission’s Issues Paper 
12 Chamber of Minerals and Energy (2012) A Matter of Choice: Capturing the FIFO Opportunity in Pilbara Communities 
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Figure 1: Northern Workforce Mobility Model 

 

 

The necessity for skilled labour permeates all aspects of a successful business model and will only be fully realised 

through robust policy, targeted investment and a supportive regulatory environment that responds to the unique 

challenges of doing business in Northern Australia, including:  

• Inefficient regulatory and approvals processes – across multiple jurisdictions; 

• Inadequate services;  

• Lack of essential infrastructure; 

• High business operating costs;  

• A dispersed population, with low levels of education, skills and job readiness (particularly Aboriginal 

populations in remote communities) and  

• Difficulty in attracting skilled workers from southern regions of Australia and overseas to settle in the north of 

Australia. 

 

Therefore an essential question that underlies any potential development in Northern Australia is:-   

 

How can governments work in partnership with industry to establish the conditions that stimulate 

investment and leverage the many advantages and opportunities that the north offers, to attract and retain 

skilled workforces?  

 

This paper explores potential solutions to this question using the Northern Workforce Mobility Model as the 

foundation. 
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– 

If enhanced prosperity is to be achieved for local communities, states, territories and the nation 

as a whole, the Australian Government must work with industry to catalyse a change process that 

delivers systemic policies and processes that understand and respond to the regional context 

and maximise benefits from resource sector investments.  

The best approach to the successful development of Northern Australia will be one that incorporates both individual 

and collective effort across government, operators, community and industry stakeholders, all working toward a 

shared vision.  

The opportunities in Northern Australia are many and will be maximised if the following recommendations are 

considered in relation to fostering workforce mobility. 

Creating Communities’ would welcome robust discussion of the recommendations providing in this paper by key 

stakeholders. It is hoped that this discussion will lead to a common view on which recommendations are likely to 

have the greatest impact on labour mobility in Northern Australia, and the role that each party might play to 

implement them.  

In practical terms this might entail each stakeholder determining which measures to implement individually and which 

can be measures that each contribute to. This might for example see oil and gas companies setting targets for 

flexible work arrangements or indigenous engagement on their existing or future projects, while Governments might 

commit to affordable housing strategies or contributing to improved education and research capacity in the regions.  

Both industry and government could also align on the best methods to close other gaps through enhanced co-

operation and a collaborative approach to periodically monitoring, reviewing and addressing strategies when 

necessary.  
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Recommendation 1: Blended and flexible workforce models 

 Support blended employment models 

 Retain capacity to source skilled workers from global markets 

 Support industry to improve productivity 

 Reduce ‘red tape’ 

 

Recommendation 2: Developing a northern city of national and global significance 

 Prioritise the development of Darwin as a significant city of the north 

 

Recommendation 3: High-quality social infrastructure and services 

 Develop an infrastructure strategy and fund 

 Develop liveable towns and cities 

 Deliver high-quality health services 

 

Recommendation 4: Affordable housing 

 Develop a holistic approach across the region for land use planning  

 Secure Land and Housing Supply 

 Review punitive taxes such as stamp duties  

 

Recommendation 5: Exceptional education and research opportunities 

 Deliver high-quality education and training opportunities  

 Establish and support the development of National Centre of Oil and Gas Technology  
 

 

Recommendation 6: Effective Indigenous engagement and participation 

 Support best practice resource access agreements 

 Maximise pathways for indigenous participation 

 

Recommendation 7: Reframing the image of Northern Australia 

 Promote the attractions and benefits of living in Northern Australia 

 

Note: These recommendations are described in more detail in Section 10. 
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Oil and gas companies that establish operations in Northern Australia require confidence in 

workforce models that can meet the ongoing needs of their business.  

Local markets that draw on established residential workforces with embedded support structures are most preferred 

by the industry, although in Northern Australia there are strong competing demands and a limited pool of skilled 

workers. State/national markets are next preferred to draw upon for roles that cannot be sourced locally. Global 

markets are also highly relevant and important to source specialist/highly skilled technicians or key professionals and 

trades in short supply using immigration schemes such as 457 visas. 

The use of long-distance commuting employment models and the capacity to source skilled workers from national 

and global markets has been essential in managing the lack of availability of skilled labour, coupled with a shortage 

of accommodation in Northern Australia, have been part of the Australian labour experience since the early gold rush 

days.  

Both residential and long-distance commuting work arrangements are viable and appropriate workforce models for 

Northern Australia, as ensuring employee choice is imperative in a complex and competitive labour market.  

A blended model, where residential and long-distance commuting employment are both actively promoted in 

established townships, is required. However, in remote locations where resource projects are not within proximity of 

a town, then long-distance commuting is the only obvious workforce choice.  

While concerns have been raised by some stakeholders about the effect of long-distance commuting on host and 

source communities, it is evident that mining activities (including oil and gas) can have positive impacts on local 

communities, including boosting incomes and reducing unemployment.13  Transient workforce models have made it 

possible for employees from other parts of Australia, who have previously lacked opportunity to participate in the 

growing resources industries of Northern Australia, to engage in this sector.  

 

Today, long-distance commuting is a reality for workers in many industries. This practice is used by many families for 

increasing individual and family access to financial and psychosocial resources, including: financial security; 

                                                           
13 KPMG (2013), Analysis of the Changing Demographic Profile of Australia’s Mining Communities, February (available at www.appea.com.au/wp-

content/uploads/2013/04/130204_APPEA-MCA-demographics-report.pdf).   
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extended periods of recreational family time together; potential for independence and personal freedom; extended 

time at home and choosing where they live.14  

 

Often long-distance commuting positions are the only choice some people wish to make as a result of their personal 

circumstances. However, it would be erroneous to believe that long-distance commuting is the only option or the 

preferred workforce model for the oil and gas industry. Residential employment remains a significant part of the 

industry’s workforce practices and is usually the preferred and cheapest alternative when a local workforce is 

available in an area with established housing and rental markets. Significant investments are being made by 

companies in social and community infrastructure, particularly for onshore processing projects.15  

 

In recent years, workforce productivity in Northern Australia has declined, particularly on major construction projects 

associated with the resources industry. 16 A range of factors have been at play, including significant cost escalation 

associated with the price of raw materials, to escalation in wages; demands on a finite pool of contractors; and a 

reduction in ‘tool time’ driven by greater complexity in workforce regulations.  

Many of these factors are the principal responsibility and concern of industry. However, cost escalation and global 

competitiveness are key apprehensions for all parties with an interest in the development of Northern Australia.  

In order to support ongoing improvement in productivity, key areas of focus for government include: 

 Ensuring a flexible industrial relations system that encourages continual improvements to enhance 

productivity in the workplace. 

 Maintaining simple but effective regulatory arrangements for workplace conditions - including Occupational 

Health and Safety - that do not unnecessarily impede efficient, safe work practices and productivity. 

 Supporting industry to source skilled workers from global markets via appropriate and efficient migrant 

processing arrangements. 

 Ensuring that Northern Australian communities are affordable and accessible, particularly in relation to land 

supply and housing affordability, throughout the resources cycle. 

  

                                                           
14 Minerals Council of Australia (2013), Geographic Labour Mobility: Submission on the Productivity Commission’s Issues Paper 
15 Australian Venture Consultants Pty Ltd (2012), The wider contribution to Australia of the Oil and Gas Industry, a selection of case studies from the development of offshore 

gas fields (available at www.appea.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/The-Wider-Contribution-to-Australia-of-the-Oil-and-Gas-Industry-A-Selection-of-Case-Studies.pdf) 

16 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011 

file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/ddwyer/Local%20Settings/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/HSBKWIPL/www.appea.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/The-Wider-Contribution-to-Australia-of-the-Oil-and-Gas-Industry-A-Selection-of-Case-Studies.pdf
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Currently the nation’s economic paradigm is South–North in it focus, with northern centres 

sourcing the majority of their goods and services from much larger southern centres. However, 

most northern towns and cities have much more in common with each other than they do with 

cities and towns in southern regions, especially with regard to structure of the local economy, 

weather, lifestyle and the natural environment.  

 

What is needed is an ‘east – west’ philosophy, where the cultural and environmental commonalities across the top of 

Australia are connected, while breaking down the regulatory inconsistencies across the Australian, State and 

Territory and Local Governments. Central to this approach should be a focus on developing population centres that 

have a critical mass and experience the benefits of economies of scale in supply and demand, improved pools of 

specialised and skilled labour, and enhanced business networks.17 

 

With government finances subject to the forces of multiple demands, it is particularly important that investment is 

targeted at growing existing larger centres across Northern Australia, ensuring they play an enhanced role as large 

service hubs for regional towns and key resource sector projects.  

 

Developing places with higher populations enables the creation of facilities and services that are appealing and 

attractive to many, especially those used to a certain standard of provision in other locations. Smaller populations 

can struggle to offer the diversity of life choices, which is particularly evident in education, where the choice of 

schools, the available curriculum and even the experience and capability of educators is not optimal. 

Townsville is the largest community in Northern Australia, with a local government area population of over 174,000.18 

Darwin’s numbers continue to rise with an increase of 12.9% between 2006 and 2011, to a total population of 

129,062. However both places are still very small in comparison to Southern Australian mainland capital cities.19 

 

The north currently lacks a city of substantial scale (when compared to Southern Australia and internationally) and 

subsequently most northern towns and cities have stronger supply chain links with southern cities. 

                                                           
17 Australian Government Productivity Commission (2013) Geographic Labour Mobility (Draft Report) 

18 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Census 2011 

19 Department of Infrastructure and Transport, Major Cities Unit, Australian Government (2013) State of Australian Cities. (Available at http://www.infrastructure.gov.au/ 
infrastructure/pab/soac/files/factsheets_2013/Darwin_Factsheet_FA.pdf) 
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Any planned development of Northern Australia must focus on establishing a significant city that is a focal point for 

the north, rather than dissipate resources across centres. The development of such a city will form the core of a ‘hub 

and spoke’ of centres across Northern Australia. 

 

The most appropriate centre to become Australia’s great city of the north is Darwin. Strategically located with a 

seaport close to Asian markets and an established rail and road transport corridor that connects through to the centre 

of Australia, Darwin has the capacity to expand further. There is also an airport that connects to capital cities and 

other regions and has an existing University (Charles Darwin), a state-of-the-art trade training centre and the 

infrastructure and services of modern cities, including a world-class harbour development.  

 

With the city’s potential to accommodate significant population growth,20 there is a significant ‘upside’ to developing 

Darwin as the pivotal city of the north and the gateway to Asia Pacific.  

 

Developing Darwin as a high-class industrial city will also offer benefits to other cities and towns in Northern 

Australia, which, over time, will be able to access a supply hub in the north with direct access to Asia – rather than 

the current scenario where high-cost services and materials are often sourced from southern cities. As the Northern 

Territory’s capital city, Darwin services the entire Territory population, including Alice Springs and has potential to 

develop synergistic links to towns and cities in the north of Western Australia and Queensland.  

 

Though the city certainly has room for improvement in relation to the level of amenity, education choice, a lack of 

high-quality hotel accommodation and a need to address Aboriginal disadvantage, it does provide the foundations for 

future modern development.  

 

Darwin’s suitability for expansion is further reinforced by how well the city is embracing key oil and gas projects such 

as the Inpex Ichthys LNG project, which is delivering social and economic benefits through the provision of jobs and 

training, business opportunities, new infrastructure and advanced technology to the region. Resource projects are 

being welcomed by a supportive Northern Territory Government, with an ‘open for business’ approach that is more 

than just rhetoric.   

 

However, it is important to note that while advocating for the development of Darwin as a large city, there should not 

be a diminution of support and services to other northern towns and cities. Rather, the approach should be focused 

on targeting investment and regulatory settings in the coming decade, to support the growth of Darwin for 

widespread benefit and be complemented by investment in major centres in Queensland and Western Australia.  

  

                                                           
20 Regional Australia Institute (2013) , Rethinking the future of Northern Australia’s Regions  
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The quality of township facilities, amenities and services are central to decisions made by 

workers and their families when considering opportunities for work that requires relocation. 

Addressing these key factors will be essential in any strategy to effectively develop vibrant and 

desirable northern regions where people want to live, work and recreate. 

 

The main factors affecting location decisions relate to personal wellbeing. This needs to be understood when 

considering policy for the development of Northern Australia. The importance of offering a quality lifestyle cannot be 

underestimated as a factor in attracting and retaining residents to the North of Australia and elsewhere.  

 

The Western Australian Department of Regional Development’s survey of attitudes and perceptions about living in 

regional Western Australia found that 83 per cent of respondents identified a ‘personal related reason’ and 75 per 

cent identified a ‘family and friends related reason’ as the key influence on an individual’s or family’s decision to settle 

in regional areas. 21 Any attempts by governments to act in contradiction to personal or family influences are unlikely 

to be effective. 22 The five leading reasons identified for leaving regional towns were: 

 Better shopping opportunities (59%) 

 Health services (access 51%; quality 47%) 

 Social activities (44%) 

 Cost of living (42%) 

 To be closer to family (40%). 

 

Further emphasising the challenge of retaining people in the northern regions, the survey found that while only a 

small proportion (17%) of residents were seriously considering leaving regional Western Australia, this was not the 

case in northern regions, where 58% of Pilbara residents and 41% of Kimberley residents were seriously considering 

a change. 23  

 

                                                           
21 Department of Regional Development, Government of Western Australia (2013), Living in the Regions A Survey of attitudes and perceptions about living in regional Western 

Australia 

22 Australian Government Productivity Commission (2013), Geographic Labour Mobility (Draft Report) 

23 Australian Government Productivity Commission (2013), Geographic Labour Mobility (Draft Report) 
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To address these impediments requires all tiers of government, industry and community to collaborate in establishing 

a living environment where workers and their families see the benefits, not the obstacles to relocating and staying in 

Northern Australia. This will ensure that people will believe they are making the best choice, rather than the only 

choice or a sacrifice.  

 

Provision of essential Infrastructure 

 

Economic growth within Northern Australia is dependent upon the capacity of infrastructure.24 Industries depend 

upon reliable supply and distribution chains to succeed, and the establishment of local economies is underpinned by 

necessary trade infrastructure, including power, water, roads, rail and ports. 25 

 

The provision of social infrastructure is also a defining factor to creating liveable towns and cities, and plays a crucial 

role in determining the location and type of investment activities, as well as the business sectors that can succeed in 

a region.  

 

The availability of a range of affordable, reliable and effective infrastructure such as telecommunications, transport, 

sewerage, water and energy are essential to maintaining family, social, and professional links and are important to 

the attraction and retention of skilled workers in regional and remote areas. They lessen perceptions of seclusion and 

remoteness, and can have a substantial impact on individual and family decisions to live and work in regional 

areas.26 

 

In planning for the development of the north, a comprehensive audit of the regions’ infrastructure is needed to identify 

locations for future infrastructure investment and inform future decision-making that will enhance economic growth of 

the region in the coming decades. Planning should consider: 

 Utility infrastructure needs – power, water, waste water, telecommunications. 27 

 Transport infrastructure needs – roads, bridges, ports, rail and air flight facilities. 

 Community infrastructure needs - housing, health facilities, schools/trade training centres, and other 

community facilities such as libraries, community centres and childcare. 

 

There is an important opportunity for the Australian Government to work with Western Australian, Queensland and 

Northern Territory governments to develop a cohesive and prioritised infrastructure plan that is supported by a 

significant infrastructure fund that will accelerate the economic and social development of Northern Australia. 

  

A commitment to an integrated approach could include enhanced collaboration with and between resource 

companies, to reduce costs through sharing of infrastructure such as pipelines, rail and ports, and improved planning 

across all areas of the resources value chain.28 

 

The level of infrastructure required to boost the development of Northern Australia may be in excess of the funds the 

governments have available to invest. Therefore innovative solutions are needed, which could include, for example, 

the development of common-use infrastructure funded through the establishment of public private partnerships 

(PPP). PPP enable government to work collaboratively with private enterprise to fund key infrastructure projects that 

enhance community benefit and enable the risks to be better managed and apportioned between public and private 

enterprises. This approach would likely see an acceleration of developments by taking advantage of the skills and 

efficiency of the private sector. 29  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
24 Regional Australia Institute (2013), Rethinking the future of Northern Australia’s Regions 

25 Regional Australia Institute (2013), Rethinking the future of Northern Australia's Regions  

26 Desert Knowledge CRC, Fiona Haslam McKenzie (2007), Attracting and retaining skilled and professional staff in remote location 

27 Peter Styles, MLA Minister For Infrastructure (2014), Press Release: Regional Infrastructure Study To Drive NT Economy. [press release] February 2014.  

28 Deloitte (2014), The Lucky County,  The next wave – gas (Available at Deloitte http://www.deloitte.com/view/en_AU/au/news-research/luckycountry/prosperity-next-

wave/gas/index.htm)  

29 Desert Knowledge CRC, Fiona Haslam McKenzie (2007), Attracting and retaining skilled and professional staff in remote location 

http://www.deloitte.com/view/en_AU/au/news-research/luckycountry/prosperity-next-wave/gas/index.htm
http://www.deloitte.com/view/en_AU/au/news-research/luckycountry/prosperity-next-wave/gas/index.htm
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Contemporary community facilities and services 

 

Access to contemporary community facilities and services supports the process of people coming together and 

creating the social capital needed to establish liveable communities. 30  High-quality facilities and responsive 

community services are essential to attracting and retaining both permanent and transient workers, particularly those 

who currently reside in modern cities or centres where living standards are supported by access to up-to-date 

services and infrastructure.   

 

The development of Northern Australia requires a well-researched and planned approach to establishing an 

interdependent mix of facilities, places, programs, projects and networks in education, health, housing, childcare, 

culture, urban design, social assistance and welfare.31  

 

The provision of health services has considerable impact on workforce mobility. A healthy, productive and safe 

workforce is only possible if workers have access to modern medicine and skilled health professionals. With the 

unique natural environment in Northern Australia, and concerns that people from outside the region may have about 

health issues such as tropical diseases, good health services are paramount for people - especially families with 

children or those with pre-existing medical conditions.  

 

The ability of communities to attract and retain health care professionals is critical. Unfortunately, health 

professionals and allied services are currently in short supply in regional areas, with the health sector facing the 

same challenges in relocating staff as other sectors. As a result, this sector, too, is accessing skilled health workers 

via 457 visa arrangements, in an attempt to address skills shortages. 

 

There is a need for the Australian Government to work with the State and Territory governments to increase support 

for primary health care, child care and aged care services to address current insufficiencies and to ensure any future 

development responds to a growing and ageing population.  

 

It is important to also note the growing demand by people from all walks of life for access to sport, recreational, 

entertainment and hospitality infrastructure and services. With the growth of cafés, small bars and restaurants within 

cities and large urbanised environments, the expectation to be able to access these venues is much stronger in our 

current cosmopolitan society than was the case when resource sector towns were established in years gone by. 

 

Resource companies often contribute to the funding of community facilities and services in regional and remote 

communities, such as schools, childcare centres, health care facilities and recreational services, to support their 

workforce and the communities in which the companies operate.32  There are opportunities for more effective 

partnerships between industry and government to develop social infrastructure. 

 

Reduced living costs  

 

The cost of living is a key factor influencing where people choose to live and work. A high cost of living is evident in 

the most northern or remote communities, with housing and transport costs being the major contributory factors. 

 

There are a variety of theories on how to best incentivise people to relocate and to mitigate the obvious cost of living 

pressures that are evident in the northern regions of Australia. The resources industry, plus a variety of government 

agencies, local governments and commercial organisations have attempted to attract people to remote communities 

over time with significantly-increased salaries. While this can be effective in the short term, people from other areas 

of Australia are often reluctant to move to regional areas, regardless of the salaries on offer. 33  

 

While salaries offered to many workers in the northern regions are generally higher than other areas of Australia to 

attract skilled staff, this is often counter-balanced by high living costs. This diminishes the competitive advantage that 

the provision of higher salaries may provide and impacts workers in lower wage service industries. 

                                                           
30 Department of Regional Development , Government of Western Australia (2013), Living in the Regions A Survey of attitudes and perceptions about living in regional Western 

Australia 

31 Australian Government Productivity Commission (2013),  Geographic Labour Mobility- Draft Report 

32 Minerals Council of Australia (2013), Geographic Labour Mobility: Submission on the Productivity Commission’s Issues Paper 

33 Desert Knowledge CRC, Fiona Haslam McKenzie, (2007) Attracting and retaining skilled and professional staff in remote location 
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As previously discussed, salary is only one factor in the decision-making process of workers and their families, with 

other criteria such as access to services, family and social connections, and personal lifestyle opportunities often 

being more important. 

 

A number of organisations have advocated that a key catalyst to incentivising population migration to Northern 

Australia may be taxation reform - specifically, the development of special taxations zones. While at face value this 

would appear to be a highly motivational intervention, it may be difficult to implement constitutionally and ignores the 

fact that where people choose to relocate is based more on other personal life opportunities, rather than just 

monetary reward.  

 

Any investment in relocation initiatives would be much better served by contributing funds to infrastructure, 

community facilities and services that drive down costs and increase business and individual capacity. Special 

taxation zones will likely have a deleterious effect on government revenue and create a divide between north and 

south.  
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The most significant barrier to developing sustainable communities in Northern Australia is an 

insufficient land and housing supply and its corollary of unaffordability, due to demand 

exceeding supply. These constraints are further exacerbated by the high cost of building and 

construction, which can be at least double that experienced elsewhere. 

 

Affordable accommodation is particularly important in communities experiencing a growth in population that results 

from industrial expansion. A lack of housing options can have significant implications, especially for low-to-middle 

income earners and small business operators, who struggle to afford local housing. As a result, community 

organisations and businesses that provide the essential services that liveable towns and cities require cannot afford 

to operate, creating flow-on effects in attracting resource sector workers from locations where those services are 

easy to access.  

 

The inability of State and Territory governments to proactively plan and deliver developed land, combined with high 

local construction costs, has resulted in extremely expensive accommodation in a number of regions.  

 

In Western Australia, where rezoning of Crown land for development was taking an average of seven years, and 

where the State Government acknowledged that the steep rents in resource sector towns presented ‘a critical barrier 

to labour movement’34, a large land release program is being undertaken through the Government’s Royalties for 

Regions program.  

 

While, in some ways, this program has missed the height of the resource project construction phase where 

accommodation demand is at its greatest, it has seen average rents in towns such as Karratha drop from $2,200 per 

week in December 2007 and $1,784 in September 2011 to $1,081 in December 2013. In addition, the average 

‘settled’ sale price has fallen from a high point of over $1 million in early 2011 to $672,000 in December 2013. Four 

bedroom homes for sale in Karratha are now on offer for as low as $470,000.35 The challenge for governments is to 

ensure adequate supply of land for housing throughout the commodity cycle. 

 

 

                                                           
34 Desert Knowledge CRC, Fiona Haslam McKenzie, (2007), Attracting and retaining skilled and professional staff in remote locations 

35 Pilbara Development Commission (2013), Pilbara Residential Housing and Land Snapshot: Quarter Ending December 2013 
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A number of existing government policies, such as stamp duties and land-use planning, where there is often a lack of 

efficiency in land release processes, could be contributing to distorted housing costs, which impact on rental and 

purchase decisions and can impede mobility.36 A thorough review of stamp duties is long overdue. In addition, a 

holistic approach across the region is required for land-use planning that considers the factors that drive demand and 

future sustainability requirements, to ensure there is always a proper balance between supply and demand of land. 

 

  

                                                           
36 Standing Committee on Regional Development (2004), Attracting and retaining professional and skilled people in regional Australia: A practitioner’s guide 
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High-quality education is an essential enabler to developing a high-functioning economy and 

social advancement. Up-skilling local workers, including an increased number of Aboriginal 

Australians, will be essential if a stable local workforce is to be available for key resource sector 

projects. 

 

Particular attention should be given to motivating Aboriginal students to achieve their potential for economic 

participation by addressing comparatively low rates of educational attainment and high rates of unemployment.  

 

Access to work readiness training is particularly relevant to workforce mobility and also a significant spur to 

developing sustainable communities. Unfortunately there are not enough appropriate education and training 

programs and facilities for people living in many northern localities, as well as limited access to targeted training that 

is required to obtain work in the resource industry. This severely impacts on the availability of local labour pools and 

leads to the need for increased labour migration. 

 

People who live in some northern areas of Australia, often have to seek quality education experiences in southern 

regions. This is disruptive, expensive and potentially destabilising for those who have never left their communities.37 

 

Particular shortfalls in technical professions that are essential to the oil and gas industry result from a lack of 

available skilled employees who have studied science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) in school 

or tertiary settings. Therefore any strategy that is focused on enhancing educational provision in Northern Australia 

should include incentives to study STEM subjects. Investment by the Australian Government should be targeted at 

enhancing the ability of education and training organisations to deliver quality education services that address skill 

shortages and attract local and international students to undertake courses - relevant to the drivers of employment in 

Northern Australia.  

 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
37 Desert Knowledge CRC, Fiona Haslam McKenzie,(2007) Attracting and retaining skilled and professional staff in remote location 
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National Centre of Oil and Gas Technology  

 

The oil and gas industry develops and implements some of the most advanced technologies of any global 

commercial operations. There is a unique opportunity to lever off this exceptional capacity to establish a world-class 

centre of excellence and oil and gas production technology in Northern Australia.  

 

With the scale and expected longevity of oil and gas developments, there is enormous opportunity to develop unique 

knowledge capital in the oil and gas industry. 

 

An obvious location would be Darwin, which has the north Australian Centre for Oil and Gas (NACOG) located at 

Charles Darwin University. NACOG provides education programs and research capabilities that target oil and gas 

operations and developments in the region.38 

 

Establishing regional training hubs linked to NACOG could also be considered as part of a strategy for developing 

Northern Australia. This proactive approach will foster forward- thinking, where knowledge and expertise is 

transferred to support ongoing development, resulting in the region being positioned as a place of modernisation and 

innovation. This will serve to attract the best and brightest of Australia’s community, while also delivering practical 

education and training opportunities that will lead to industry employment.  

 

 

                                                           
38 Charles Darwin University website.  http://www.cdu.edu.au/oilandgas) 
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Indigenous people as the original custodians of land have a critical role to play in the 

development of Northern Australia.  Many traditional owners retain deep and ongoing cultural 

connections to country that have endured for thousands of years. 

 

The resources sector, including oil and gas companies, has increasingly stepped up to recognise aboriginal people 

and play a proactive role in reconciliation.  This involves understanding and respecting culture including cultural 

awareness training for staff; working with the traditional owners to identify places of cultural significance for 

protection; recognising native title; negotiating resource development and land access agreements; and creating 

opportunities for economic participation through education, training, employment and promotion of indigenous owned 

businesses. The development of Northern Australia creates an important opportunity for engagement and the 

creation of economic opportunities for indigenous people.  Indigenous people represent over 10% of the population 

of Northern Australia.  However, social conditions and services, health, education and employment levels are below 

national benchmarks.   

 

A key issue for industry is timely access to land for resource and infrastructure development.  To achieve this a 

strong partnership with traditional owners is required. For large established companies, this can be achieved by 

devoting resources to specialised teams that are capable of engaging with traditional owners with integrity. However, 

smaller businesses including many exploration companies, do not have the resources and access to the required 

expertise. There is an opportunity for governments and industry to work cooperatively with native title bodies and 

traditional owners to develop framework agreements for resource development. Such agreements should be founded 

on clear financial benchmarks and reflect best practice in developing opportunities for training, employment and 

contracting aboriginal businesses. 

 

A related issue is the resolution of native title including clarification of which traditional owners speak for particular 

geographic areas. Resolution of native title will allow for greater certainty and also underpin the validity of resource 

company engagement of traditional owners. In 2011, unemployment of indigenous people in Northern Australia was 

19.9% as compared to 4.6% for the non-indigenous population39.  Partnerships between industry and government 

have the potential to create education to employment pathways for indigenous people to participate in the 

mainstream economy. 

                                                           
39 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011 
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While there are many unique challenges to attracting and retaining a skilled workforce in Northern 

Australia, there is a relatively untold story of the merits of living north of the 26th parallel. To fully 

realise the opportunity to develop this area, a concerted effort is needed to promote and leverage 

the many advantages and opportunities that the north has to offer. 

 

While the region has many attractive features including strong community connections, access to beautiful 

environments and a unique lifestyle, the current ‘northern narrative’ calls for resilience and a sense of adventure to 

cope with the challenges of a ‘wild frontier’, rather than extending an invitation to a place that people can call home  

 

The regions are often marketed as places of great extremes, with imposing landscapes and a vast and harsh 

environment, which whilst somewhat accurate, is more geared towards attracting tourists than promoting long-term 

residential and employment choices. 

 

Ongoing media and anecdotal reporting that regional and remote locations are poorly funded with an under-provision 

of support, services and infrastructure also act as a disincentive to workforce mobility. As a consequence, these 

communities find it more difficult to attract and retain staff.40 

 

There is a need to evolve the vernacular of the north, to embrace its many natural assets and to emphasise the 

benefits of living there. Well-honed communication and engagement strategies will be pivotal to encouraging people 

to move to the northern regions by focusing on the many advantages – in particular, the strong sense of community 

and close social connections. 

 

When people relocate to these regions, they should be supported from the moment they arrive, which can be done 

through effective social planning strategies such as induction and welcoming processes to promote the many lifestyle 

opportunities. These will act to mitigate issues associated with the initial stresses of moving and support them to 

become active in their new community. 

 

                                                           
40 Desert Knowledge CRC, Fiona Haslam McKenzie (2007), Attracting and retaining skilled and professional staff in remote locations 
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41 Desert Knowledge CRC, Fiona Haslam McKenzie (2007), Attracting and retaining skilled and professional staff in remote locations 
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Recommendation 1: Blended and flexible workforce models 

Support blended employment models 

 Ensure that both residential and transient employment, as well as accommodation and supporting 

infrastructure, are supported across all spheres of government, reflect the reality and need to attract new 

skills to Northern Australia and the varied preferences of workers for either residential or long- distance 

commuting employment arrangements. 

Retain capacity to source skilled workers from global markets 

 Retain and improve the efficiency of immigration processes, including the use of 457 visas to support 

industry to source skilled labour from global markets to live and work in Northern Australia. 

Support industry to improve productivity 

 Support flexible industrial relations and workplace laws that allow workplaces to continuously improve 

labour productivity. 

Reduce ‘red tape’ 

 Streamline approval processes associated with new project developments, with particular focus on creating 

a single environmental assessment process. Drive simplification and alignment of workplace laws and 

maintain globally-competitive taxation arrangements.  

 

 

Recommendation 2: Developing a northern city of national and global significance 

Prioritise the development of Darwin as a significant city of the north 

 Any planned development of Northern Australia must focus on establishing a Darwin as a significant city that is a 

focal point for the north, rather than dissipate resources across regional centres.  

 

 

Recommendation 3: High-quality social infrastructure and services 

Develop an infrastructure strategy and fund 

 Drive collaboration between Commonwealth, Western Australian, Queensland and Northern Territory 

Governments to develop and implement a significant infrastructure development strategy and fund that is 

focused on developing Northern Australia. This approach needs to be consistent across the whole region 

and not be susceptible to multi-jurisdictional variances.  

Develop liveable towns and cities 

 Target government investment at creating attractive and liveable Northern Australian cities and towns to 

maximise their appeal to both residential and transient workforces to live, work and stay.  

 Investment should seek to develop quality places with amenities and services that match or exceed the 

lifestyle opportunities available in the southern rim of Australia or other parts of the world, thus making them 

attractive locations to which skilled workers are willing to relocate. 

Deliver high-quality health services 

 The Commonwealth, Western Australian, Queensland and Northern Territory Governments to identify and 

target financial support for primary health care, childcare and aged-care services to address current gaps in 

services and accommodate future population growth. 

 

Recommendation 4: Affordable housing 

Develop a holistic approach across the region for land use planning  

• Develop a proactive and strategic method of planning for the development of land in a timely manner that 

responds to demand-drivers and future sustainability requirements. 

Secure Land and Housing Supply 

 Ensure all major population centres and resource precincts have an adequate supply of land approved for 

development, and released to meet demand and maintain normalised housing and rental markets 

throughout the commodity cycle. 

Review punitive taxes such as stamp duties  
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Recommendation 5: Exceptional education and research opportunities 

Deliver high-quality education and training opportunities  
 Develop clear pathways to traverse from education and training to employment through a focus on Year 12 

attainment that includes the required literacy and numeracy skills and access to increased local work 

readiness training opportunities.  

Establish and support the development of National Centre of Oil and Gas Technology  
 Review the use of stamp duties that act as a disincentive to development of permanent residential 

accommodation and increase property prices. Also remove any variances across state and territory 

jurisdictions. 

 

 

Recommendation 6: Effective Indigenous engagement and participation 

Support best practice resource access agreements 

 Develop mechanisms through which governments, industry and traditional owners can discuss, negotiate 

and enter best practice agreements for resource access and development that share benefits and provide 

opportunities for economic participation. 

Maximise pathways for indigenous participation 

 

Recommendation 7: Reframing the image of Northern Australia 

Promote the attractions and benefits of living in Northern Australia 

 Invest in a significant high-level communication, marketing and advocacy strategy to encourage people to 

move to the northern regions - focusing on the many advantages of living in northern regional locations. 

 Establish a National Centre of Oil and Gas Technology in Darwin, with aligned regional training hubs across 

the region, to position Northern Australia as place of modernization and innovation, while also delivering 

practical education and training opportunities that lead to employment in the oil and gas industry. 

 Investment and regulatory settings to be targeted at establishing Darwin as a city of significance, to take 

advantage of its central location in the region and proximity to Asian markets and to extend transport and 

freight connections across the region. 

 Invest in skills development and work readiness training to maximise opportunities for Aboriginal 

employment within the petroleum sector. 

 

 

 

 




