INDIGENOUS FERTILITY IN THE NORTHERN
TERRITORY OF AUSTRALIA:
STALLED DEMOGRAPHIC TRANSITION?

A thesis submitted for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy of

The Australian National University

Australian Demographic & Social Research Institute

The Australian National University

Kim Maree Johnstone

April 2011






Except where otherwise indicated, this thesis is my own work

Kim Johnstone



Dedicated to

Lester Graham Robinson

1953 — 2007



Acknowledgements

In carrying out this research, I acknowledge the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
women of the Northern Territory, their ancestors, spirits and country. I particularly

thank those women who spoke with me about their families.

Funding support for this research came from an ANU PhD Scholarship, an Australian
Population Association J.C. Caldwell Grant and Alan Gray Grant, and a Northern
Territory History Grant funded by the Northern Territory Government. Extended leave
without pay from the Northern Territory Department of the Chief Minister is also

gratefully acknowledged.

So many people have been instrumental in bringing this thesis to fruition that I begin
with a mea culpa to all those people I haven’t named individually, but whose help and

encouragement have meant I made it to the finishing line.

Dr Tom Wilson and Angelique Parr instigated my re-engagement with demographic
research and I thank them for encouraging my return to academia and supporting me
throughout. It was extremely daunting returning to university after a long absence and 1
thank my supervisors for support, advice, criticism, and timely feedback: Dr Rebecca
Kippen, Professor John Taylor, Associate Professor Len Smith, and Dr Ann Evans.
When I started I was told I had the best panel “in the world” and it’s been proved true.
Thanks also to my advisory panel - Dr Tom Wilson, Dr Steve Guthridge and Tony
Barnes and my Indigenous Advisory Group - Vikkie Hoult, Moogie Patu and Susan
Murray.

Thank you to staff and fellow students at the ANU’s North Australia Research Unit in
Darwin: Nicole Everett, John Nai-Smith, Dave Williams, Denise Southwood, Amy
Croser, Dr Bentley James, Dr Elizabeth Ganter, Chris O’Brien, Kristal Coe, and Cris
Edmonds-Wathen. Thank you to everyone at ADSRI and CAEPR in Canberra who
always made me feel welcome on my biannual visits ‘down south’, and who were always
happy to discuss my work and suggest new avenues to explore, in particular to Frances
Morphy for her anthropological insights. Thank you to Margi Wood and Sue Trevenar
who made sure I had the right computer software/forms/chocolate to get me to the

submission finish line. Thanks also to the ANU Library Off-campus service and Steven



Machan for IT support. Without them I wouldn’t have ever been able to consider being

a distance student.

Thank you to everyone who provided the data I needed: Dr Hua Zhang for perinatal and
abortion data, Dr Nicholas Biddle for migration data, Associate Professor John Condon
for permission to use deaths data from the NT Indigenous demographic database,
Professor Joan Cunningham and Dr Jacqui Boyle for access to the DRUID data and
amazing support with its analysis, and everyone at ABS who worked on my requests and

maintained an interest in the work.

I thank Dr Catherine Holmes, Emma Williams and Elizabeth Creed for support for the
project from start to completion (particularly Elizabeth’s magic editing). Thanks to the
other PhD mums, Sarah Bar-Zeev, Malinda Steenkamp and Nikki Clelland. An
especially big thank you to Terry Foster for my home away from home in Canberra and
all that entailed. Thank you to TOTs mothers’ group and the TW&C Literary Guild for
the essential distractions I needed from the solitary work of PhD research. Thanks to
my running partner Anne Coleman, for being my sounding board on all matters PhD
and non-PhD related. Thank you also to everyone at Family Planning NT and Sexual
Health and Family Planning Australia who have supported by student endeavours while

carrying out my volunteer roles with their organisations.

The support from my parents, Helen and Bruce, for this and my younger days as a
student, has always been unstinting, and I am enormously grateful for their
encouragement (and the odd loan) over the years. My ‘outlaw’ family has also been very
generous in their support and I thank them for it. Ashley and Connor are too young to
understand what mummy’s work means. While Ashley doesn’t want me to be a doctor,
“I just want you to be my mummy”, having the children ask what I do every day has

been a strong motivator to keep writing.

Being a student is an enormous privilege, and it couldn’t have happened without the
unwavering support and love of Michael Howard, who agreed to plunge the family into
student poverty while I ‘lived the dream’. His biggest support has been ensuring I have
the time and space to do something I love alongside the demands of having two small

children. Thank you doesn’t seem to say enough.

Vi



Abstract

This research explores contemporary features of Indigenous fertility in the Northern
Territory of Australia, the country’s third largest state with the smallest total population,
but with the largest proportion comprised of Indigenous peoples. The research exploits
births data from a range of sources to investigate whether Indigenous fertility trends in
the Northern Territory over the past 20 years are a characteristic of stalled demographic
transition. The research rests on three hypotheses: that Indigenous fertility trends in the
Northern Territory were themselves an artefact of the data used to calculate the fertility
rates; that there has been stalled demographic transition and the fertility declines
documented for Northern Territory women during the 1960s and 1970s have not been
maintained into the 217 century; and that contemporary Indigenous childbeating is

characterised by universal, young mothering but not high parity.

A conceptual framework was developed that captures the myriad factors that affect
Indigenous fertility outcomes to provide a context within which the research results can
be understood. A three-stage approach was then used to examine Indigenous fertility
trends. Firstly, a detailed analysis of the collection processes for the quantitative data
available for this research was undertaken, with a particular focus on the two main births
data sets, vital registrations and perinatal data. Second, standard demographic techniques
were used to identify fertility trends, exploiting the two births data sets, census data and
survey data from the DRUID Study, a Darwin-based epidemiological study of
Indigenous people. Third, a range of views and experiences of Indigenous individuals

wete sought through interviews and focus groups.

The research showed that despite Indigenous population data in the Northern Territory
being among Australia’s most accurate, the use of these is constrained by issues of
undercount and geographic coding of usual place of residence. Documentation of the
investigation into data sources is an important contribution of this research. The stand
out feature of contemporary fertility in the Northern Territory is the young age that
Indigenous women have children. Teenage fertility rates are very high and peak
childbearing is among women in their early 20s. There have been relatively stable total
fertility rates (TFRs) among Indigenous women in the Northern Territory over a 20-year
period, indicative of stalled demographic transition, but these belie complex geographic
differences. There is evidence of fertility decline at the youngest ages in remote parts of
the Northern Territory and indications of a small move to delayed childbearing. The

Vii



timing of this fertility decline corresponds to the introduction of Implanon as a reliable
form of contraception. Education among women was shown to be associated with
slightly delayed entry to childbearing and lower parity, and although the associations
were significant the impact they had was not dramatic. Into the future, we can expect to
see birth cohorts of increasingly large size even with stable or declining TERs, a
continued young profile for childbearing and different fertility rates between urban and
rural-remote communities, all of which have serious implications for the delivery of

social services and social policy implementation.
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