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DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE 
OF INDIGENOUS WESTERN 
AUSTRALIANS

Introduction and data issues
This section provides data on the demographic characteristics of Indigenous Western Australians. A 
number of different data sources have been used to illustrate the Indigenous population structure and 
distribution, and how populations have changed over time and are projected to change in the future. 
Experimental estimated resident population (ERP) data are the primary source used here. ERP is based 
on the census counts and provide estimates at 30 June, making allowances for census net undercount, 
Australians temporarily overseas on census night, and instances where Indigenous status was not 
recorded in the census. In addition to ERP and census data, this section makes use of experimental 
projections of the Indigenous population and estimates of discrete community populations from the 
Western Australian Environmental Health Needs Survey. For a fuller description of the methodologies of 
these collections and estimates, see the Explanatory Notes.

There is a number of data quality issues associated with producing estimates of the population of 
Indigenous persons. The census counts are subject to undercount and unknown Indigenous status, for 
which allowances can be made in producing population estimates. However, some of the growth in the 
Indigenous population cannot be directly explained or adjusted for. Evidence suggests that part of this 
unexplained growth stems from a change in the propensity to identify as Indigenous on census forms.25 
Further, there are cultural considerations in collecting statistical data and difficulties related to collecting 
information from a small and highly dispersed group of people. For more information see the ABS 
publication, Population Characteristics, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians.26

This chapter presents selected data by ATSIC region. It should be noted that all chapters in this report 
use the regional council names to identify each region, as opposed to the ATSIC name determined by 
legislation (see the Glossary for ATSIC region descriptors).

For more detailed demographic data, see the appendix chapter, Supporting Tables. It should be noted 
that additional supporting tables are available (in Excel or PDF format), which include more detailed data 
for the figures and tables used within the report, and can be accessed at http://www.dia.wa.gov.au.

Population structure and distribution

Population size

Census counts
The 2001 Census identified 410,000 persons in Australia as being of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander (Indigenous) origin. Around one in every seven of these Indigenous persons were usual residents 
of Western Australia (58,500 persons). The vast majority of Indigenous Western Australians stated they 
were of Aboriginal origin (96%), 1.5% were of Torres Strait Islander origin, while those with dual Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander origin comprised 2.3%.
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The census count of Indigenous people in Western Australia increased by 15% between the 1996 
and 2001 Censuses. Some of this growth can be explained by an increased propensity to identify as 
Indigenous on census forms. 

Census data are provided in greater detail in Appendix B.

Estimated Resident Population
At 30 June 2001, Australia had an experimental estimated resident Indigenous population of 458,500 
people, which represented 2.4% of the total population (for details of the methodology used to obtain 
these estimates see Explanatory Notes). Over half of the estimated resident Indigenous population lived 
in either New South Wales or Queensland (29.4% and 27.5%, respectively). 

Western Australia had the third largest Indigenous population among all states and territories (65,931 
persons, or 14% of all Indigenous Australians), which represents 3.5% of the total population in the 
State.27

Table A		 Distribution of Indigenous Population, by States and Territories, 2001

Indigenous Non-Indigenous

(no.) (%) (no.) (%)

New South Wales 134,888 29.4 6,440,329 34.0

Victoria 27,846 6.1 4,776,880 25.2

Queensland 125,910 27.5 3,503,036 18.5

South Australia 25,544 5.6 1,486,184 7.8

Western Australia 65,931 14.4 1,835,228 9.7

Tasmania 17,384 3.8 454,411 2.4

Northern Territory 56,875 12.4 140,893 0.7

Australian Capital Territory 3,909 0.9 315,408 1.7

Australia(a) 458,520 100.0 18,953,312 100.0

 
(a) Includes Other territories.

Source: ABS Estimated Resident Population; Experimental Estimates and Projections, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Australians 1991-2009 (ABS cat. no. 3238.0).
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Age profile
The Indigenous population has a significantly younger age profile than the non-Indigenous population, 
reflecting higher fertility rates and lower life expectancies. 

Figure F	 Population Profile, by Age and Sex, 2001

 

Source: ABS Estimated Resident Population; Experimental Estimates and Projections, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Australians 1991-2009 (ABS cat. no. 3238.0).

In Western Australia in 2001, 57% of Indigenous people were under 25 years of age, compared with 
around one in three non-Indigenous people (35%). Twice as many Indigenous than non-Indigenous 
people in Western Australia were 0-4 years of age (12.9% compared with 6.4%, respectively). In 
contrast, the shorter life span of Indigenous people is reflected in the proportion of people who were 
aged 65 years and over in 2001 – 3.1% for Indigenous people and 11.3% among the non-Indigenous 
population (see Life expectancy indicator in the Headline Indicators chapter).

Geographic distribution
Western Australian Indigenous people are more likely to live in remote areas than other Indigenous 
Australians. Indeed, most discrete Indigenous communities are in very remote parts of the State. 
Remoteness is a significant factor determining the level of basic health, education and infrastructure 
services to which Indigenous people have access. The effects of remoteness may be compounded by 
the environmental conditions existing in remote, discrete Indigenous communities, which, depending on 
their size and location, may not have access to basic essential services such as safe and reliable power, 
water and sewerage supplies. 
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The 2002 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey (NATSISS) highlighted an 
association between remoteness and higher likelihoods of experience of significant personal stressors 
and community problems. In addition, more people in remote areas reported that they were unable to 
get support from neighbours, community and government organisations and services.

On the other hand, those Indigenous people in more remote regions of Western Australia appeared 
to indicate a greater connectedness with traditional culture, land and ways of life, which may have a 
protective effect on individual and community wellbeing.28

The body of this report discusses the significance of remoteness in many of the indicators, however, 
this demographic profile establishes a picture of the geographic disparity of the Indigenous population in 
Western Australia.

The Remoteness Areas classification is designed to provide statistics that compare urban and 
metropolitan areas with more remote areas. The Remoteness Areas geography is based on the 
Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA) (see the Glossary for more details). In Western 
Australia in 2001, the largest number of Indigenous and non-Indigenous people was living in Major cities 
(Perth), although this was the case for a far greater proportion of non-Indigenous people. Within Western 
Australia, 32% of Indigenous people were living in Major cities compared with 72% of non-Indigenous 
people. Another 29% of Indigenous persons were living in Very remote regions; the same was true of 
only 1.7% of non-Indigenous people. 

Indigenous people in other states and territories of Australia tended to be less likely to reside in remote 
areas than Indigenous Western Australians.

Figure G	 Population Distribution, Indigenous and Non-Indigenous Persons, by 
Remoteness Areas, 2001

Source: ABS Estimated Resident Population; Population Characteristics, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Australians (ABS cat. no. 4713.0).

The differences in population distribution, outlined above, result in Indigenous people comprising a 
greater proportion of the total population in more geographically remote areas. In Major cities (Perth) 
in 2001, 1.6% of people were Indigenous – this increased to 3.6% in Regional areas and to 21.2% in 
Remote and Very remote areas.
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Figure H	 Proportion who were Indigenous, by Remoteness Areas, 2001

Source: Population Characteristics, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians (ABS cat. no. 4713.0).

When considering ATSIC regions, the largest numbers of Indigenous people were residing in the Perth 
and Country Noongar regions in 2001, consistent with the high proportion of Indigenous people living 
in Major cities (as discussed above). The remainder of the Indigenous population was relatively evenly 
spread across ATSIC regions (from 4.7% in Western Desert to 9.8% in Yamatji). 

Table B	 Distribution of Indigenous Population, by ATSIC regions, 2001

Indigenous Non-Indigenous

(no.) (%) (no.) (%)

Perth Noongar 23,214 35.2 1,436,733 78.3

Country Noongar 8,155 12.4 247,970 13.5

Yamatji 6,491 9.8 51,783 2.8

Ngarda Ngarli Yarndu 5,463 8.3 29,345 1.6

Wunan 5,378 8.2 5,031 0.3

Malarabah 5,349 8.1 3,671 0.2

Kullarri 4,712 7.1 8,484 0.5

Mulga Mallee 4,052 6.1 47,627 2.6

Western Desert 3,117 4.7 4,584 0.2

Western Australia 65,931 100.0 1,835,228 100.0

Source: ABS Estimated Resident Population; Experimental Estimates and Projections, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Australians 1991-2009 (ABS cat. no. 3238.0).
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Indigenous people comprised the majority of the total populations of Malarabah (59%) and Wunan (52%) 
in 2001. The more populous ATSIC regions also contained the lowest proportions of Indigenous people 
(1.6% in Perth Noongar and 3.2% in Country Noongar). 

Figure I 	 Proportion of the population who identified as Indigenous

Most of the 274 discrete communities surveyed in the 2003 Western Australian Environmental Health 
Needs Survey, were located in very remote parts of the State. Collectively, these communities accounted 
for a quarter of the State’s Indigenous population, with a reported usual population of 16,952.29 The 
maps below illustrate the size and positioning of these discrete communities across the State.
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Figure J		 Discrete Indigenous Communities in Western Australia
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Discrete Indigenous Communities in Western Australia (continued…)
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Population projections
This section provides projected estimates of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population to 2009. 
These are based on 2001 Census of Population and Housing counts and are considered experimental. 
The series used in the following analysis is described as the ‘low series’ and assumes no further 
unexplained growth in census counts of the Indigenous population. For a description of the methods and 
assumptions used to produce these estimated projections, see Explanatory Notes.

The Western Australian Indigenous population is projected to grow from 65,931 in 2001 to 76,264 by 
2009.30 This represents a total increase of 15.7% over this period. Alternatively, the average annual 
growth rate from 2001 to 2009 is estimated to be 1.7%, the same rate of growth as that expected 
among all Indigenous Australians. The average annual growth rate is projected to be higher for 
Indigenous females (1.9%) than Indigenous males (1.6%).

The ATSIC regions with the largest number of Indigenous people are projected to have the highest 
growth rates to 2009. The projected annual average growth rate in the Perth Noongar region is 
significantly higher than all other ATSIC regions (2.6% per annum). The Indigenous populations in 
Country Noongar (1.7%) and Mulga Mallee (1.6%) are the only other regions with a projected growth 
similar to the total Indigenous populations of Western Australia and Australia.

Figure K	 Average annual population growth rate, Indigenous Persons, 2001 to 
2009 (low series)

Source: Experimental Estimates and Projections, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians 1991-2009 (ABS 
cat. no. 3238.0).

The age profile of the Indigenous population is projected to change in the period to 2009. Greater growth 
is expected in the 15-24 years age bracket and among some older age groups (particularly the 45-60 
year old age bracket). The figure below highlights that the Indigenous age profile in 2009 will be an older 
structure than that in 2001, although it is still considerably younger than the non-Indigenous age profile in 
2001.
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Figure L	 Population Profile, by Age and Sex, 2001 and 2009

Source: Experimental Estimates and Projections, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians 1991-2009 (cat. no. 
3238.0).
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