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Abstract

Our knowledge of Aboriginal demography in Australia at a national level is limited by the lack of 

conformity of the census counts on the size of the population and the unavailability of vital data. 

Hence, regional and small area studies were found useful to reveal the recent patterns of 

Aboriginal demography. This study begins with a review of Aboriginal demography at a national 

level. The distinct demographic characteristics of the Aboriginal population are pointed out in 

comparison with the total population of the country. The study then focuses on a regional level, 

Central Australia, for a closer examination of mortality and fertility levels, patterns, trends and 

differentials. It confirms that the levels of Aboriginal mortality and fertility in Central Australia are 

substantially higher than those of the total population of the country and are similar to those 

found for the Aboriginal population elsewhere; however, it registers, for the first time through a 

single study on a particular population, the occurrence of a process of steady decline in 

Aboriginal mortality and establishes that this decline in mortality is largely due to the reduction in 

deaths from diseases of the circulatory and respiratory systems, which are in the meantime still 

the leading causes of death of the Aboriginal people. Aboriginal fertility was found to be very 

high in the early ages of childbearing and the observed decline is mostly due to the reduction of 

fertility of the older women of 30 and over and younger women of 15-19. A detailed study of the 

demographic characteristics of the Aboriginal population in Alice Springs revealed that while as 

a whole the characteristics of Alice Springs Aborigines are similar to those of Aborigines 

elsewhere, different patterns of socio-economic and historical conditions have led to the 

emergence of two demographically distinct Aboriginal groups in Alice Springs; those Aborigines 

who live in the town proper and those who live in the town camps. While the majority of those 

Aborigines who migrated to the town proper came from other urban centres, most of the town 

campers are rural-urban migrants mostly from ether Aboriginal settlements and stations in

Central Australia.
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Chapter 1

Rationale of the Study and Research Organization 

1.1 Background and research needs

The study of Aboriginal1 demography is a relatively new subject in Australian demographic 

literature. In 1963 F. L. Jones (1963:112) pointed out that Australian Aboriginal demography had 

been neglected for too long a time; he described Aborigines as ‘Australia’s demographically 

retarded minority’. Ten years later, complaining about the quantity and quality of Aboriginal 

statistics, he wrote that Aboriginal statistics in Australia were as poor as in most of the 

developing countries (Jones, 1973). One reason for this lack of interest in studying Aboriginal 

demography has been the unavailability of Aboriginal population statistics amenable to 

demographic analysis. In the report of the National Population Inquiry, published in 1975, it was 

stated that fewer hard population data were available on the Australian Aborigines than on the 

most recent immigrant group (National Population Inquiry, 1975:455). A complete enumeration 

of all people of Aboriginal descent was not even attempted until the 1966 population census 

(Smith, 1980:2).

Most of the information about Aboriginal population parameters in the past comes from scholars 

in disciplines such as anthropology and geography (e.g. Radcliffe-Brown, 1930; Elkin, 1954; 

Meggitt, 1962; Berndt and Berndt, 1964; Gale, 1964); even now the number of scholars working 

on Aboriginal demography is very limited.

Before it was repealed by a referendum in 1967 (Commonwealth Bureau of Census and 

Statistics, 1968:66), Section 127 of the Australian Constitution required that in population 

censuses, Aborigines should not be counted as part of the Australian population. Accordingly,

1 In this thesis the term ‘Aboriginal’, unless qualified, includes Torres Strait Islander people.
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though the Aboriginals were, to some extent, counted in Australian census operations from 

1911 to 1971, they were then excluded from the published general population statistics. Also the 

published census returns on Aborigines were largely underestimates because no attempt was 

made to achieve a full coverage. A full count was only attempted, as mentioned above, in the 

1966 census. During these operations persons of mixed descent were required to reveal their 

racial composition and accordingly the population of less than half Aboriginal descent was 

included in general population data. From 1971, race was defined on the basis of self- 

identification and persons of mixed descent were no longer required to indicate the mix of races 

but were asked to show the race to which they considered they belonged.

These and subsequent improvements in the formulation of questions for the identification and 

enumeration of the Aboriginal population in the census operations of 1971, 1976, 1981 and 

1986 have resulted in: relatively better coverage of the Aboriginal population in the census 

enumerations; improvements in the quantity and the quality of the released tabulations of the 

census results; a process of in-migration into the Aboriginal population of those who previously 

concealed their identity or were not classified as Aborigines by the law; and a situation where 

the census data on the Aboriginal population in different censuses are not comparable to each 

other with varying degrees.

A demographic profile of the Australian Aboriginal population is sketched in Chapter 2. The 

unavailability of certain demographic statistics, for example births and deaths, makes it difficult 

for researchers to reach sound conclusions on the parameters of the Aboriginal population of 

Australia as a whole. For instance, what is known about Aboriginal mortality and health is 

obtained from, as Gray (1986:5) puts it, ‘careful analysis of bare bits and pieces of information 

from here and there, and a lot of guess work to fill the gaps’. Such a lack of hard data especially 

provides obstacles in studying the trends of the events. For this reason and in order to fill the 

data gaps, small area studies are most useful and practical. Therefore, I decided to have a 

close look at the mortality and fertility conditions of Aborigines in Central Australia (areas 

between parallel 20 and parallel 26 in the Northern Territory) and to focus particularly on
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Aborigines of Alice Springs, which is the supply and service centre of this region, for more 

detailed investigation of other demographic parameters. Why has this particular region been 

selected for this study? Apart from other more general reasons discussed later, it is important to 

note that Aboriginal people constitute a very significant proportion of the total population of this 

area, about 34 per cent in 1986, and of the Northern Territory population as a whole, 23 per 

cent in 1986 (ABS, 1988a). Here the situation is different from other states. In Devanesen’s 

(1986:1) words: ‘Anything to do with Aboriginal issues is talked about, not only at an academic 

level, but at the very day-to-day level in the streets.’

Central Australia contained an Aboriginal population of over 10,000 persons in 1986 (ABS, 

1988b). Population figures of the Aboriginal communities of this region can be obtained from 

various censuses. It has a population large enough to produce the number of vital events 

amenable to mortality and fertility investigations, as well as small enough for it to be possible, in 

the absence of separate statistics for Aborigines, to distinguish Aboriginal records in general 

registries. Furthermore, there is access to the vital records of many past years, which are 

maintained in various locations such as the District Registration of Births, Deaths and Marriages 

in Alice Springs, the Department of Health and Community Services and the Department of 

Aboriginal Affairs.

By taking the Aborigines of Central Australia as the study population, it is possible to directly 

establish the levels, patterns and differentials of Aboriginal mortality and fertility and for the first 

time the trends in fertility and mortality may be discerned using consistently direct observations 

in a particular population instead of drawing inferences from a variety of separate studies in 

various parts of the country or using indirect techniques.

A demographic study of the Aboriginal population in Alice Springs is of importance for a number 

of other reasons. First, because Alice Springs is the largest town in the vast area of Central 

Australia, located in the heart of the continent with a large concentration of the Aboriginal 

population. It had an Aboriginal population of 3,424 persons in 1986 (ABS, 1988b), about 15 per
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cent of the total population of the town. This is the second largest Aboriginal population 

concentration in a single town in the Northern Territory. Second, the town is a melting-pot for a 

large number of Aboriginal tribal groups from all over Central Australia, so the population 

characteristics could be roughly representative of the Aborigines in the Central Region. Third, 

two spatially distinguishable large Aboriginal populations live in Alice Springs, namely town 

campers and Aboriginal town dwellers; between 25 and 35 permanent and transient camps are 

scattered in and around Alice Springs (Beck, 1985:15). While, for historic reasons, living in the 

town camps became the way of life for the so-called lull-blooded’ Aborigines (Drakakis-Smith, 

1980:431), in the town proper according to Heppell and Wigley (1981), a distinct so-called 

‘mixed-blood’ population lives;

the majority of these people are more or less integrated into the wider society but still proudly 

identify as Aborigines. They have been educated in European schools, share many European 

values, speak English as their principal tongue, hold a variety of jobs in Alice Springs and live in 

conventional European houses (Heppell and Wigley, 1981:9).

This is not to say that all those living in the camps are full-descent Aborigines and all Aborigines 

who live in the town proper are of mixed-descent, but rather to emphasize that the town camps 

and town proper contain different proportions of Aboriginal sub-populations, which, it has been 

argued, have been separated from each other and from the non-Aboriginal community of Alice 

Springs by wide socio-economic and cultural gulfs (Drakakis-Smith, 1980:431; Heppell and 

Wigley, 1981:9-10). Meanwhile the existence of a strong interaction between the two Aboriginal 

groups of Alice Springs cannot be ignored. Thus, a comparative study of the two groups’ 

demography yields valuable information about the contrasts and linkages between them and the 

characteristics and trends of the Aboriginal population and its sub-groups. The question is 

raised to what extent they are distinct populations.

1.2 Previous research

So far, until the present enquiry, there had been no demographic study covering the entire 

Aboriginal population of Alice Springs town and its camps. Population censuses, especially 

since 1971, provide some demographic and housing information on the Aborigines in Alice 

Springs but do not distinguish between town dwellers and town campers; an attempt by myself 

and the Aboriginal Statistics Unit of the Australian Bureau of Statistics, Canberra, to obtain



5

separate tabulations from the 1986 Census returns for the Alice Springs town through 

identification of the census collection districts (‘CDs') where town-camps are located, proved to 

be unsuccessful owing to the existence of overlap (some camps were incorporated with non­

camping population to form CDs). In addition, the census figures suffer from varying degrees of 

under-enumeration; and detailed information regarding mortality, natality and migration cannot 

be obtained from the census data.

In addition to the returns of the previous censuses, which provide data on ethnic groups in Alice 

Springs from which we can obtain information on the Aborigines in the town, camp population 

surveys have been made on several occasions since the late 1970s.

Discrepancies in the figures obtained from camp surveys suggest inaccurate enumeration of the 

population as well as methodological differences in various operations resulting from variations 

in objectives which make comparisons difficult. In general the objectives of the camp surveys 

were to collect information useful to groups working on behalf of the campers; therefore, the 

choice of the camps and the types of data needed were influenced by the immediate needs and 

goals of the Tangentyere Council which is the umbrella organization for Alice Springs town 

campers.

A survey was conducted between August and October 1978; it covered only 229 individuals 

(Drakakis-Smith, 1982;114), and has some limitations. Not all items of information are available 

for all 229 individuals; on a household basis, again, not all 55 heads of households provided full 

information on their family or their dwelling. Lastly, the information on adults 20 years of age and 

over is most uncertain owing to coding difficulties, but in general the group totalled about 100 

(Drakakis-Smith, 1982:115). The original data and tables derived from this survey were not 

located at the Tangentyere Council in 1987, but there is a research paper which used the 

results of this survey as the core of its information and includes tables and statistics.
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A very brief report containing comments on the 1981 survey data with attached summary tables 

and statistics (Young, 1981) is all that has been obtained so far on this survey. This is not 

publicly available and does not provide sufficient data for a thorough demographic analysis. The 

data base of this survey was not located at the Tangentyere Council in Alice Springs in 1987.

Although the data collected in the 1983 Camps Survey, sponsored by the Tangentyere Council 

with Dr. R. O’Conner from the Department of Anthropology of University of Western Australia as 

principal investigator, were processed by the computer at the University of Western Australia, 

efforts to obtain a copy of the unit record magnetic tape of the survey or computer print-outs of 

its tabulations were unsuccessful. As far as is known no detailed analysis of the results of this 

survey has been carried out and the survey report has not been written.

The data collected from the 1985 Tangentyere census of town camps provide some useful 

information on town campers. Some of this study’s results have been reflected in the 

Tangentyere Council Interim Report (Dillon, Dixon and Young, 1985), and a brief report based 

on the survey results has been prepared (Simmons, 1987). However, since the survey was not 

designed primarily to collect data for demographic analysis it has limited utility in this respect. 

The survey results lack population data by single year of age or even conventional age 

groupings, and they lack certain important information on the camp visitors and family 

composition; nor were any questions on mortality and fertility included in the survey.

1.3 Potential value of a comprehensive population research in Central 
Australia for Aboriginal and other organizations

A demographic study of the Aboriginal population living in Alice Springs seems important not

only in terms of an academic interest in shedding more light on the demography of an important

segment of Australia’s ‘demographically retarded minority’ (Jones, 1963) but also because of

the urgent need of a number of local Aboriginal and other organizations for such a study. A

number of organizations such as the Central Australian Aboriginal Congress (CAAC),

Tangentyere Council Inc., Central Land Council (CLC), Aboriginal services of the Northern

Territory Department of Community Development (restructured in 1987 into Department of
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Health and Community Services and some other departments), Department of Aboriginal Affairs 

(DAA), and the Aboriginal Development Commission, are involved in programmes to improve 

the living conditions of the town campers and to provide necessary services for the Aboriginal 

people, of Alice Springs and its vicinity. Most of these organizations need separate demographic 

and other socio-economic information about the Aboriginal population in town camps and in 

town housing. This will enable them to formulate and implement appropriate development 

programmes.

Because of the existing high levels of mortality and morbidity, the Aboriginal people of Alice 

Springs and other parts of Central Australia have special health care needs. Therefore, 

collection and analysis of basic demographic, mortality, fertility and cause of death data are 

extremely important for an organization such as CAAC which deals with health aspects of the 

Aboriginal people. Defining the health status of the Aboriginal people in Alice Springs and other 

parts of the Central Australia in terms of mortality, cause of death and fertility at different times 

will not only provide baseline data for the CAAC and the Health Department but also enable 

them to monitor the effectiveness of the services to improve the health status of the Aboriginal 

people. In addition such data will enable them to plan and develop effective, appropriate and 

culturally relevant primary health care services and to adapt their services in future years to 

the changing needs of the Aboriginal population.

Demographic data such as family size and composition, population mobility, growth and 

population projections together with other socio-economic information about the town campers 

are of special interest to the Tangentyere Council for the formulation of housing schemes and 

other supporting services. The Council is especially interested in studying the problem of the 

transients (visitors to the town camps and urban Aboriginal dwellings) in order to assess their 

impact upon the resources of the town based organizations.

One main focus of the Central Land Council includes outstations in Central Australia, in an 

attempt to create a comprehensive picture of outstation development in the centre. The CLC is



8

interested in collection of data on existing outstations, including their location, infrastructure, 

demographics, current land use and most importantly people’s aspirations and desires with 

regard to them. The aim is to elucidate land use practices, permanence of outstations and long­

term trends.2

There is also a need for research on the following three general areas: the movement of 

Aboriginal people from remote communities into urban centres, such as Alice Springs; the 

movement of Aboriginal people from the larger resource centres to outstations; and a macro 

view of Aboriginal population migration, giving specific attention to cyclic type movement, and to 

trends which indicate permanent unidirectional movement. Information on these areas, 

especially the third, would be of immense benefit as a planning tool to the organizations such as 

the Department of Health and Community Services. Such data could used in planning the 

infrastructure for communities, and as a means of assessing the impact of natural hazards such 

as droughts on the size of communities, and on the mobility of their residents. Availability of 

demographic information through research in areas described in earlier paragraphs is also 

important for the purpose of accountability to the Aboriginal people whom the Aboriginal 

organizations serve and also to the funding bodies.

A comprehensive assessment of the structure of the Alice Springs Aboriginal population, its 

residential specifications, trends and requirements and the dynamics of its change is of interest 

to Alice Springs Town Council. Such a study fits in the context of the council’s efforts to 

formulate its potential future role in providing Alice Springs community needs.

It would be ambitious to cover all the population questions described above and of interest to 

various organizations in a single study. Moreover, some of the research topics on migration and 

movements of the Aboriginal people have been covered by studies undertaken by Young and 

Doohan.3

2 Personal communication from Sarah Dunlop, Research Officer, Central Land Council Alice Springs, 18 June, 1986.

3 Elspeth Young and Kim Doohan, forthcoming, NARU, Darwin.
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1.4 Objectives and data requirements

1.4.1 Objectives of the Study

Taking into consideration the research requirements discussed above, the broad objectives of 

the study can be defined as the following:

(a) Building a demographic profile of the Aboriginal population living in Alice Springs; this would 

consist of a clear picture of the population under study, its age-sex structure and other 

demographic characteristics, and where possible, a comparison of those characteristics with 

those of the Northern Territory and the total Aboriginal population of Australia in order to reveal 

the extent to which the Alice Springs Aborigines are distinctive.

(b) Assessment of the spatial stability of the core population and their migration history as well 

as assessment of short term movements and the possibly distinctive nature of the Aboriginal 

mobility in the study area; also where possible, comparisons with other populations, (c) Analysis 

of the socio-economic characteristics of the population including the living environment and the 

linkages and contrasts that exist between the Aborigines of the town proper and town-camps.

(d) An analysis of the levels, differentials and trends of Aboriginal mortality and fertility in Central 

Australia, where possible in comparison with the total Aboriginal population of the Northern 

Territory and Australia. The mortality analysis includes causes of death and differential mortality.

(e) The linkages and contrasts between those Aborigines who live in Alice Springs town proper 

and those who live in the town camps (possible for all analyses except fertility and mortality).

1.4.2 Data requirements

The demographic profile consists of all demographic information about the population under 

study, including size of the total Aboriginal population in Alice Springs classified by town 

campers and urban dwellers, a brief history of past population growth and its determinants, age 

and sex composition of the population and changes in them over time, detailed description of 

the current population, its structure and characteristics in terms of marital status, literacy and 

educational attainment, employment occupation and industry. Labour force participation rates 

by sex and languages are also discussed. Family structure and relationship of the household
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members are of special interest. Population mobility, dynamics of population change in terms of 

fertility, mortality and migration and the consequences of population growth are discussed.

A major interest of the study is the health status of the Aboriginal population living in Central 

Australia in terms of mortality, cause of death and natality which leads us to understanding the 

determinants of population change. To fulfil this task, it was necessary to obtain detailed 

mortality data such as number of Aboriginal deaths by age and sex and cause of death for 

particular years to be compared with population figures of those years. This made it possible to 

measure the change that occurred in mortality during a specific period. It was desirable to obtain 

death statistics for a period of ten years because our study population is a small one. Cross 

tabulation of mortality and cause-of-death data, if possible, with socio-economic characteristics 

of the deceased and population under risk is of importance in studying differential mortality. 

Cause-of-death statistics by age of the deceased provide the required information for the 

interpretation of mortality status of the population under study and enables assessment of the 

completeness of the registration and quality of the death certification. This kind of information 

together with environmental conditions at different periods of time make it possible to determine 

the reasons for changing mortality status. Assessment of the health status of the population is 

incomplete without evaluating its fertility condition; therefore, appropriate fertility information 

about women in child-bearing ages is needed. Again birth data for at least ten years were 

needed for fertility analysis. Collection of birth histories of the Aboriginal mothers through a 

survey of women of child-bearing age is of great help in a thorough fertility analysis. But, 

unfortunately, I was unable to obtain agreement from the interested Aboriginal organizations in 

Alice Springs to ask questions pertaining to birth histories and contraceptive use on the grounds 

of the sensitive nature of the subject in Aboriginal culture and inappropriateness of such 

questions in a survey context.

Collection and analysis of data on migration and population mobility are an integral part of the 

study. The statistics needed include place of birth, place of growing up, place of last previous 

residence and factors which influenced the individuals’ decisions to migrate to Alice Springs.
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The data include number of visitors, as reported by the households, by age and sex, place of 

last residence, length of stay in town camps or town dwellings, their intention for permanent or 

temporary settlement in Alice Springs, reason for visiting Alice Springs, and relationship of the 

visitors to the heads of the households they live in during their stay in Alice Springs.

To investigate the short-term cyclical movements requires data on movements of the adult 

population during one year before the date of investigation along with duration and reasons for 

the movement. Migration analysis is not complete without data about out-migrants, and statistics 

on this aspect of migration should be collected from the households about their former 

household members who now live elsewhere.

1.5 Sources of data

1.5.1 Population census data

Australian population censuses, especially from 1971, provide a range of demographic data on 

the Aboriginal population which is used wherever needed throughout this thesis. The results of 

the 1986 population census have been utilized in Chapter 2 and also used to provide population 

denominators for the analysis of Aboriginal mortality and fertility in Central Australia. Also 

information on the number of children ever born and surviving by women in the reproductive 

ages 15-49 years by various subsections is used to supplement fertility and mortality 

investigations based on health and registration records of births and deaths.

1.5.2 Household survey, 1987

A household survey was conducted in Alice Springs during April-June, 1987. It covered all 

households currently living in 25 town-camps and a sample of 185 Aboriginal households in the 

town itself.

The town Aboriginal households were mainly selected from two sources of information: a list of 

more than 200 Aboriginal households occupying Northern Territory Housing Commission 

Houses compiled from the Commission records and an address list of more than 400 Central 

Australian Aboriginal Congress patients in Alice Springs for the recent years. In addition to
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these two major sources of information, personal knowledge of some Aboriginal informants was 

used in the updating and expansion of the above lists.

Because of the unavailability of a comprehensive sampling frame, that is a master list containing 

the addresses of all Aboriginal households in the town, random selection of town households 

was not possible. Therefore, 185 households were selected on a purposive basis making sure 

that Aboriginal households living in different suburbs of the town were represented in the study. 

Comparison with the returns of the 1986 ABS population census total counts reveals that the 

selected households constitute nearly 37 per cent of all Aboriginal households of the town. This 

is thus a substantial sample size.

The survey questionnaire, which was developed by the end of October 1986, underwent 

extensive modifications during a prolonged process of consultation with Aboriginal organizations 

and interested bodies in Alice Springs. It addressed the following major concerns:

- Structural and sanitary condition of the dwellings,

- Possession of household goods,

- Identification, age, sex, relationship to head of the household and birth place,

- Marital status,

- Languages and education,

- Migration and mobility,

- Employment and economic activities.

This information was collected for all dwellings, household members and visitors, persons 5 

years and over and 12 years and over as appropriate.

During the course of consultations with various interested Aboriginal organizations in Alice 

Springs, a number of items were dropped from the questionnaire. These included questions on 

fertility experience of the women, birth control knowledge and practice, health status and 

mortality.
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Twenty interviewers were recruited from the community by the Tangentyere Council. It was 

hoped that households would be interviewed by a person from the same camp and thus their 

maximum co-operation would be secured and the interview environment would be familiar to the 

interviewers.

All of the prospective interviewers, mostly educated young men and women, underwent training 

sessions conducted by myself, but not all of those recruited actually took part in the interview 

operation. Moreover, not all of those who initially participated in the conduct of the household 

interviews completed their designated areas. A few enthusiastic persons undertook the bulk of 

interviews and ultimately, nearly all the 185 interviews in the town were conducted with 

satisfactory quality by only two interviewers neither of whom had any prior experience of field 

research. In the town-camps 169 interviews were conducted by 18 interviewers, some of whom 

had experience of interviewing during the 1986 ABS population census in town camps.

The interview operation was supervised by myself and a research assistant from the 

Tangentyere Council. The completed questionnaires were checked for completeness and 

internal consistency and defective forms were corrected in the field with assistance from the 

supervisor either by the interviewer or, if required, by another interviewer.

In essence, the questionnaire was designed as a precoded form. The uncoded questions such 

as names of the places, occupations and industries were coded simultaneously with the 

progress of the field work and data were entered into the computer by a research assistant.

A report containing a summary description of the major findings of the survey supported 

with 137 basic statistical tables, derived from the survey data, was completed in August, 1987 

and submitted to the Tangentyere Council Inc. in Alice Springs for further distribution to a 

number of Aboriginal organizations and funding bodies such as the Aboriginal Development 

Commission, Department of Community Development and Alice Springs Town Council.
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1.5.3 Registration of Births and Deaths

Under the Registration of Births, Deaths and Marriages Ordinance of 1941, which came into 

force on 1 July 1949, the registration of Aboriginal births and deaths was made compulsory, but 

it is generally believed (Jones, 1963:15) that the Ordinance was ineffective in the Northern 

Territory before 1956. The registration of Aboriginal births and deaths also improved as a 

consequence of the development of the Register of Wards4 *. Since 1961 nearly all Aboriginal 

births and deaths reported to the Registrar have been checked against the Register of Wards, 

now called the Aboriginal Population Records.

Aboriginal births and deaths for the Northern Territory areas south of the twentieth parallel of 

latitude, which was called the District of Central Australia (N.T. Registration of Births, Deaths 

and Marriages Ordinance, 1941-1954, Section 6.) are registered in the District Deputy 

Registrar’s Office in Alice Springs6.

Unfortunately, the registration forms do net distinguish Aboriginal events specifically, therefore, 

to recognize an Aboriginal event one should rely on certain general characteristics of the 

individual cases. The distinguishing features used to recognize Aboriginal cases include 

Aboriginal name, type of marriage, place of residence, information about the parents, and 

notifying body.

4 . 6 Full-blood Aborigines were included in the Register of Wards which came into legal existence under the Northern

Territory Welfare Ordinance of 1953. An Aboriginal could be brought under the provisions of the Welfare Ordinance only 

by virtue of his individual declaration as a “ward’ of the Director of Welfare, who thereby became his legal guardian 

(N.T., Welfare Ordinance 1953, Section 14 and 24). Therefore, sufficient information was required for the identification 

of every person declared to be a ward. To fulfil this requirement, from 15 July 1953 to 13 May 1957, when the Ordinance 

came into operation, all persons to be declared wards (namely full blood Aborigines) were enumerated and all required 

personal information about them was collected for entry on the Register of Wards (N.T. Annual Report 1955:37). With 

the repeal of the Welfare Ordinance in 1964, the Register of Wards was maintained under the name of Aboriginal 

Population Record (APR).

6 I was given access to the registration data kept in Alice Springs Registration Office according to a special deed signed 

by the Registrar of Births, Deaths and Marriages of the Northern Territory and The Australian National University on 12 

February 1987.
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By the use of the above criteria, Aboriginal death records were collected from the year 1975 to 

1986 and birth records were collected for the Central Australian Region for the census years 

1976, 1981 and 1986. The quantity of the birth records, nearly 200 per year, and the limitation of 

time are the main reasons for collection of the birth records only for the census years. The 

records of births, collected from the registration office, include the registration number, name of 

the child, name of the mother, sex, date of birth, place of birth and place of usual residence of 

the mother.

The death records collected from the registration office include name, date of death, sex, age, 

registration number, place of usual residence and causes of death by detail of: (1) Disease or 

condition directly leading to death (This does not mean the mode of dying for example, heart 

failure, asthenia. It means the disease, injury, or complication which caused death.), and 

antecedent causes, morbid conditions, if any, giving rise to the above cause, stating the 

underlying condition last, (2) other significant cond/Y/ons contributing to the death, but not related 

to the disease or condition causing it.

1.5.4 Medical Records of Births and Deaths

Aboriginal birth and death records for the Central Australian Aboriginal communities, namely 

Alice Springs and parts of Barkly Region, are kept in the medical records office of the rural 

health section of the Department of Health in Alice Springs. It has been claimed by the officers 

of this section that all events are reported to them by the medical attendants in various parts of 

the central region and the information is then recorded on the medical records of the people.

For the purposes of this study the Regional Health Directorate in Alice Springs granted me 

access to the medical records of the Aboriginal people living in Alice Springs and Barkly 

Region. On the basis of this permission birth records for the years 1976 and 1980-1986 and 

death records for the period 1975-1986 were collected. The collected birth records consist of the 

child’s name, mother’s name, father’s name, place of residence, sex, date of birth, birth weight,
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length, head circumference, delivery type, Apgar scores7 for one minute and five minutes 

(Apgar, 1953:260-267), place of birth, date of birth of the mother or her age, and health 

registration numbers for the child and for the mother. Death records include name, age, date of 

death, place of death, place of residence, cause of death, a brief medical history, the nearest 

relatives and health registration number.

1.6 Organization of the thesis

The thesis contains eight more chapters. In Chapter 2, the state of our knowledge about the 

Aboriginal demography in Australia as a whole is reviewed. The findings from the 1986 Census 

for the total Aboriginal population are discussed in detail and attention is drawn to possible 

variations from the total Aboriginal population of the Northern Territory, where Alice Springs, the 

specific study area, lies.

The geographical and historical background, covering the environmental conditions, and the 

political and administrative situations in which the Aboriginal people of Central Australia have 

lived since non-Aboriginal settlement over 100 years ago must be understood in order to assess 

the changes which occurred in Aboriginal mortality and fertility conditions. Such a background 

also helps to explain the present demographic profile of the Aboriginal population in Alice 

Springs. Therefore, Chapter 3 reviews this background and explains the process of the 

Aboriginal town-camps and town dwellers development in Alice Springs.

Chapter 4 discusses the mortality conditions of the Aboriginal population in Central Australia 

and establishes the mortality schedules prevailing during the last 15 years. The chapter also 

describes the causes of death and their variations over time.

7 Apgar is a score from 0 to 10 obtained from five vital signs namely heart rate, respiratory effort, muscle tone, reflex 

irritability and colour calculated routinely in the delivery rooms of Australian hospitals at one and five minutes after birth.
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Fertility levels, patterns and differentials of Aboriginal women in Central Australia are discussed 

in Chapter 5 and trends in fertility behaviour during the last 15 years are studied. Wherever 

possible, comparisons are made with other populations.

In Chapter 6, the demographic conditions of the Alice Springs Aboriginal population are 

analysed, and compared according to categories of town proper and town-camps. These are 

compared with the total Northern Territory Aboriginal population.

In Chapter 7, the residence stability and migration characteristics of the study population are 

examined and variations in places of origin and characteristics of the migrants and non-migrants 

in town proper and town-camps are discussed.

Chapter 8 describes social, cultural and economic characteristics, including living environment 

and housing conditions, of the Aboriginal population in Alice Springs. The chapter spells out the 

contrasts and linkages in social, cultural and economic characteristics between Aboriginal town 

dwellers and town-campers in Alice Springs.

Chapter 9 is a summary conclusion of the whole study; it spells out the extent to which the 

Aboriginal population of Alice Springs differs from the Aboriginal population of the Northern 

Territory as a whole and the total Aboriginal population of the country. It also summarizes the 

similarities and contrasts which exist between the two subgroups of Alice Springs Aborigines: 

the Aboriginal town dwellers and town-campers. The determinants of the demographic 

characteristics of the Alice Springs Aboriginal population and its subgroups are summarized in 

this chapter and their consequences are briefly presented.



Chapter 2

What is known of Aboriginal demography?

2.1 Population size, spatial distribution, change and residence stability

In 1986 there were 227,645 persons of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander origin in Australia 

(ABS, 1987c), to whom I refer as Aborigines as a single category. They constituted about 1.5 

per cent of the total Australian population and are unevenly scattered among the states and 

territories with major concentrations in Queensland (26.9 per cent), New South Wales (25.9 per 

cent), Western Australia (16.6 per cent) and the Northern Territory (15.3 per cent); the 

remaining 15.3 per cent of the total Aboriginal population live in South Australia, Victoria, 

Tasmania and the Australian Capital Territory. The proportion of Aborigines in the total 

populations of states and territories varies from 0.3 per cent to 2.8 per cent except for the 

Northern Territory where the Aboriginal population constitutes 22.4 percent of the total Territory 

population. This high proportion of the Aboriginal population in the Northern Territory is due to 

the smaller size of the non-Aboriginal population in the Territory compared to other states.

The size of the Aboriginal population at the time of first European settlement in 1788 is a matter 

of dispute. A high estimate of 1,000,000 was proposed by Arthur Phillip, the first Governor of 

New South Wales (Smith, 1980:57) and also by Bleakley (1929), and a very low estimate of 

150,000 was reflected in the Australian Handbook from 1881, and Australian Yearbooks up to 

1929 (Smith, 1980:68). However, further research (Radcliffe-Brown, 1930; Davidson, 1938; 

Jones, 1970; Smith, 1980) resulted in population size ranging from 227,000 to 314,000 (Smith, 

1980:69). Till recently these estimates were considered an acceptable general order of 

magnitude for the size of the Aboriginal population at the time of the European arrival in 

Australia. On the basis of newly available historical, archaeological and environmental studies in
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various parts of the country and especially based on Noel Butlin’s work (1983) about the impact 

of diseases brought into Australia by Europeans from 1788 onward, Peter White and D. J. 

Mulvaney (1987:115-117) are of the opinion that an estimate of about 750,000 people is a 

reasonable figure. Considering the size of the continent, the number of the Aborigines in the 

eighteenth century was small indeed.

Since it has been established that human beings have been living in the continent during the 

last 30,000 to 50,000 years (McCarthy, 1957; Berndt and Berndt, 1964; Calaby, 1971; White 

and Lampert, 1987), the small size of the Aboriginal population at the time of first European 

settlement can only be explained by assumption of a virtually stationary population throughout 

the prehistoric period (Gray, 1985). With the expansion of European settlements throughout the 

continent, the Aboriginal population declined drastically because of conflict with the settlers and 

economic displacement as the frontiers of European settlement expanded; the introduction of 

new diseases to which Aborigines had no natural immunity; usage of alcohol; and consequent 

disturbed demographic behaviours, such as sharp decline in the birth rate and rise in the death 

rate. As can be seen in Figure 1.1, the combination of all these factors resulted in population 

decline due to an excess of death rates over birth rates from about 1800 to the early 1930s 

(Smith, 1980:210); as a result, by the early 1930s the Aboriginal population had probably 

decreased to about 74,000 (Smith, 1980:209). Then the process of population decline was 

checked and by the beginning of the 1950s population numbers had fully recovered with a 

sustained and continuous growth of about 2 per cent a year which increased to over 2.5 per 

cent in the period 1966-1971 (Smith, 1980:210).
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Figure 2.1: Trend In the size of the Aboriginal population

400000 i

300000 -

200000 -

100000  -

1950 200 019001850180017501700

Years

Source: Data for the years 1788 to 1976 from Smith, 1980:210 and for the years 1981 and 1986 from the ABS Census 

results.

In 1986, the majority of Aboriginal people of Australia, as Table 2-1 shows, lived in urban areas. 

A large proportion were concentrated in small and medium urban centres with population under 

100,000 people. This is true for all states and territories except the Northern Territory where 

only about 31 per cent of Aboriginal people live in urban centres and the rest live in rural areas.

The urbanization trend is remarkable. While in 1947 more than 88 per cent of the Aboriginal 

population was living in rural areas the figure dropped to 76.7 in 1961 and it dropped further to 

40.5 in 1976. In 1986 only about 34 per cent of the Aboriginal population was living in rural 

localities. The increase in urbanization from the late 1960s was associated with relaxation of 

restrictions on the movements of the Aboriginal people, changes in the working conditions in the
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pastoral stations, which resulted in loss of jobs and forced the Aboriginal people to become 

marginal residents of towns and cities as evident from the Northern Territory experience (see 

Chapter 3), and changing racial identification especially in urban centres.

T a b l e  2 - 1 :  Distribution of the Aboriginal population by urban and rural; Australia, States and 
Territories, 30 June 1986

STATES Major Other Rural Other Total
AND
TERRI-

Urban Urban Local­
ities.

Rural

TORIES (A) (B) (C) (D)

NSW 21416 27352 3075 7168 59011
VIC 5986 5224 229 1172 12611
QLD 11091 28788 11013 10376 61268
SA 5696 4580 1223 2792 14291
WA 8949 15775 4672 8393 37789
TAS 1351 3460 568 1337 6716
NT - 10700 13274 10765 34739
ACT 1048 - - 172 1220
AUS 55537 95879 34054 

Per cent
42175 227645

NSW 36.3 46.4 5.2 12.1 100.0
VIC 47.5 41.4 1.8 9.3 100.0
QLD 18.1 47.0 18.0 16.9 100.0
SA 39.9 32.0 8.6 19.5 100.0
WA 23.7 41.7 12.4 22.2 100.0
TAS 20.1 51.5 8.5 19.9 100.0
NT - 30.8 38.2 31.0 100.0
ACT 85.9 - - 14.1 100.0
AUS 24.4 42.1 15.0 18.5 100.0

(A) Major Urban areas are urban centres with a population of 100,000 persons and over.
(B) Other Urban areas are urban centres with a population of 1,000 to 99,999 persons.
(C) Rural Localities are population clusters of 200 to 999 persons.
(D) Other Rural is the balance of a State including migratory.
Source: ABS, Census 86, Table C2, Catalogue no. 2499.0.

During the last 15 years, as Table 2-2 shows, the census-enumerated Aboriginal population 

increased by 111,692. This suggests an average rate of population growth of 4.5 per cent per 

annum with fluctuations from a 6.6 per cent average growth rate during the first five-year period 

(1971-1976) to a negative -0.1 per cent average decrease during the second five-year period 

(1976-1981) and again a 7.1 per cent increase during the last five-year period ending in 1986.

1 Annual rate of population growth is calculated by using the following formula: r =[loge(P 2/P iy^ri00 . where P-] is the 
population at first census and P2 is the population at the second census, and n is the number of years between
censuses.
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Obviously, in the absence of in-migration, the 4.5 per cent average annual growth rate is far 

from matching the natural rate of population increase, even before fertility decline, about 2.9 per 

cent per year (Smith, 1980:278), of the Australian Aboriginal population and cannot be 

accounted for by the excess of births over deaths. Therefore large fluctuations in the last four 

census counts which resulted in contrasting rates of population change during the study periods 

are largely due to inconsistencies in Aboriginal population counts in various census operations 

rather than to the effects of changing demographic factors. Changes in the definition of the 

Aboriginal population contributed to variations of the census counts especially where the census 

data before and after 1971 are compared. From the 1971 Census persons of more than one 

race were no longer required to indicate the mix of races. The following questions were asked 

during the the last four population censuses to ascertain the racial origin of the people:

1971 Census;

5. What is this person’s racial origin?

(if of mixed origin indicate the one to which he considers himself to belong)

(Tick one box only or give one origin only)
1 European origin
2 Aboriginal origin
3 Torres Strait Islander origin
4 Other (give one only).....................

1976 Census;

9. What is each person’s racial origin?

. If of mixed origin, indicate the one to which the person considers himself/herself to belong.

. Tick one box only for each person.
European origin..............  1
Aboriginal origin............. 2
Torres Strait Islander origin. 3
Other origin.................. 4
(State only one)

1981 Census;

16. Is the person of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander origin?

. For persons of mixed origin, indicate the one to which they consider themselves to belong.

No..........................  1
Yes, Aboriginal............. 2
Yes, Torres Strait Islander. 3
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1986 Census;

9. Is the person of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander origin?

. For persons of mixed origin, indicate the one to which they consider themselves to belong.

4 No
5 Yes, Aboriginal
6 Yes, Torres Strait Islander

Though, in essence, the questions on ethnicity in the last four censuses were the same and all 

of them were based on the principle of self identification, the wording in the 1981 and 1986 

censuses is different from that used in the 1971 and 1976 censuses. Quite naturally even a 

small variation in wording as well as people’s wish to identify or not may produce somewhat 

different results.

T a b le  2 - 2 :  Changes in size and distribution of Aboriginal population by States and Territories 
from 1971 to 1986

States & 
Territories 1971

NSW 23,873
VIC 6,371
QLD 31,922
SA 7,299
WA 22,181
TAS 671
NT 23,381
ACT 255
AUS 115,953

1976 1981 1986

40,450 35,367 59,011
14,760 6,057 12,611
41,345 44,698 61,268
10,714 9,825 14,291
26,126 31,351 37,789
2,942 2,688 6,716

23,751 29,088 34,739
827 823 1,200

160,915 159,897 227,645

Sources: ABS, Census publications.

An evaluation by age of Aboriginal census counts (Choi and Gray, 1985:29) reveals that in spite 

of ‘a broad level of consistency between 1971 and 1981 Census counts, there is a large excess 

in almost all age groups in the 1976 Census which is inconsistent with both 1971 and 1981 

counts’; and also apparently there is a high increase (+42.4 and +41.5 per cent) in the 1986 

Census counts compared to the 1981 Census and 1976 Census. Since it was shown (Gray and 

Smith, 1983:7) that the 1981 Census returns are a gross underestimate of the Aboriginal 

population size, and the 1976 Census provided the highest count of the total Aboriginal
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population before the 1986 Census, it is possible to compare their consistency by forward 

surviving the 1976 Census counts to 1986, applying survival ratios obtained by Gray (1983).

The above exercise revealed that the 1986 Census counts for population aged 10 years and 

over is 16.6 per cent higher than the survived 1976 Census Aboriginal population in 1986 which 

could be related to improvement in the level of enumeration and data processing of the 

Aboriginal population in the 1986 Census and increase in identification as Aboriginal. It should 

be noted that the age specific percentage difference between the 1986 Census figures and the 

1976 survived population to 1986, which was 28.4 per cent in age group 10-14, steadily drops 

by consequent age groups up to age group 35-39, where the difference is only 7.2 per cent, with 

the exception of age group 35-39 where the difference was a negligible figure of only 0.4 per 

cent. But the difference again increases towards the older ages and reaches 27.7 per cent in 

age group 60-64 though the increase in the age specific differences is consistent from age 

group 40-44 onward. This could be accounted for partly by the better coverage of the younger 

and older people in the 1986 Census than the 1976 Census.

Applying the reverse-survival method, a comparison between 1981 and 1986 Census counts 

shows (Gray, 1987b:3) that in the 1981 Census the level of under-enumeration in the 0-4 age 

group was much higher than in most age groups and the relative size of population aged 0-4 in 

the 1986 Census is reasonable. Also a very large increase in the level of enumeration of the 

Aboriginal population occurred in the 1986 Census which is claimed (ABS, 1987b:2-2) to be 

partly the result of a better awareness campaign, improvements in the field enumeration 

procedures in Aboriginal communities and improvements in coding and data processing system, 

and possibly more self-identification of Aboriginal people.

The returns of the 1986 Census on mobility reveals that the Aboriginal population is less stable 

in terms of changing place of residence than the whole population of the country though the 

difference between them is not very wide. Table 2-3 shows that while 77.6 per cent of the total 

population aged one year and over did not change their place of residence during 1985-1986
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this figure for the Aboriginal population aged one year and over is 67.8 per cent. The patterns of 

change in the level of stability over a short period of one year and a relatively longer period of 

five years are similar for the Aboriginal population and the total population.

T a b l e  2 - 3 :  Population aged 1 year and over and 5 years and over who did not move place of 
residence between 1985-86 and 1981-86. (Per cent)

Males Females Persons

Australia:1985-1985
Total population 77.2 78.1 77.6
Aborigines 67.0 68.5 67.8

Australia:1981-1986
Total population 52.6 53.2 52.9
Aborigines 45.9 46.0 46.0

Northern Territory:85-86
Total population 57.9 60.4 59.1
Aborigines 75.8 76.5 76.4

Northern Territory:81-86
Total population 33.2 35.1 34.1
Aborigines 62.3 61.7 62.0

Source: Derived utilizing 1986 Census data: Small area Data Table C04: Australia; Table CA0004: Northern Territory, 
Australia.

Table 2-3 also indicates that the level of residence stability between the total population and the 

Aboriginal population in the Northern Territory is quite different. It shows that the Aboriginal 

population is far more stable than the Territory population as a whole and the difference in the 

level of stability between them grows with increase in the length of residence period. The table 

indicates that the Aboriginal population of the Northern Territory is also far more stable than the 

total Aboriginal population of Australia and, in the longer period, even than the whole population 

of the country. The transient nature of many non-Aboriginal residents of the Northern Territory, 

who usually moved into the Territory on short employment contracts, is accountable for the high 

residence mobility of the Territory’s population.

2.2 Age and sex distribution

According to the results of the 1986 Population Census there are 98 Aboriginal males for each 

100 Aboriginal females. This is comparable with the ratio of the total population where the 

overall sex ratio is 99.2. In the Northern Territory, the sex ratio of the Aboriginal population is
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94.9 which is even lower than the average sex ratio of the total Aboriginal population and much 

below that of the total Territory population where the ratio is 111.2. The higher sex ratio of the 

total population in the Territory is because of the high proportion of males of working age in the 

Territory.

Examination of the 1986 Census results on age distribution of Aboriginal population, as 

summarized in Table 2-4, reveals that the total Aboriginal population and similarly the Northern 

Territory Aboriginal population still have young age structures, e.g. the proportion of the 

population under age 20 is about 53 per cent for the total Aboriginal population compared to 

only about 32 per cent of the whole population of the country. Similarly the median age2 for the 

total population is 31.1 years, much higher than that of the total Aboriginal and the Northern 

Territory Aboriginal population, 19 years and 19.2 years respectively.

The age dependency ratio, that is the ratio of population aged 0 to 14 and 65 years and over to 

the working age population of 15 to 64, for the total Australian population is a low figure of 51.2 

compared to the high figures of 73.6 and 73.5 for the total Aboriginal and the Northern Territory 

Aboriginal population. This is because, as shown in Table 2-4, the child dependency ratios for 

the total Aboriginal population and the Northern Territory Aboriginal population are each about 

twice as high as the child dependency ratio for the whole population of Australia.

2 Median age divides the population into two equal-size groups, one of which is younger and the other of which is oider 
than the median (Shryock and Siegel, 1971:233).
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T a b le  2 -4 :  Aboriginal population age structure compared to the total population age structure, 
June,1986

Total
population

Aboriginal 
, population

N.T.
Aborigines

Total persons 

Age groups

15,602,156 227,645 
-per cent of total-

34,522

0-4 7.6 14.0 13.9
5-9 7.4 12.5 13.1
10-14 8.3 13.3 12.8
15-19 8.4 12.8 12.4
20-39 32.4 31.3 31.1
40-59 20.8 12.0 12.2
60-64 4.5 1.5 1.8
65 and over 
Dependency Ratios

10.6 2.6
-ratio to age 15 to 64-

2.7

Child Dep. Ratio 35.2 69.0 68.8
Old age Dep. Ratio 16.0 4.6 4.7
Overall Dep. Ratio 51.2 73.6 73.5
Median Age (years) 30.0 19.0 19.2

Sources: Basic data from ABS, Census 86: Table CA0001-Total persons-Age by Aboriginal Origin by sex, Australia and 
the Northern Territory.
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Figure 2.2: Age Structure of the Aboriginal Population
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Generally, the Aboriginal population age structure, as seen in Figure 2.2, is quite similar to 

those of many developing countries, characterized by a pyramid shape with the broad base of 

rapidly growing populations.

As shown in diagram 4 of Figure 2.2, the only deviation, in the 1986 age distribution, from a 

smooth pyramid shape is that the size of the 5-9 age group is smaller than the 10-14 age group 

and the size of 10-14 age group is about the same as the 15-19 age group. This is the result of 

a sharp decline in Aboriginal fertility, that is to say from a total fertility rate of 5.9 for the period 

1966-1971 to 3.3 for 1976-1981 (Smith and Gray, 1985:6), resulting in declining growth rates 

which affected the age distributions as contractions occurred at the bases of the population 

pyramids of the 1976 and 1981 Census age distributions shown in diagrams 2 and 3 of Figure 

2.2. But the unusual feature of the 1986 age distribution is the larger size of the 0-4 age group 

than the 5-9 which is a reverse process of what was mentioned above about the 1976 and 1981 

age distributions. This is the echo of the 1960s high fertility, where the cohorts of women born 

then entered the highly reproductive ages, and its occurrence was predicted before by some 

scholars (Gray, 1984:6). The age structure of the Northern Territory Aboriginal population is, in 

general, quite similar to that of the Aboriginal population as a whole.

2.3 Households and Marital Status

Data from the 1986 Population Census confirmed that the majority of Aboriginal households are 

not some types of extended families, that is two or more couples living in the same household. 

The majority (63.3 per cent)3 consist of nuclear type and non-familial households* *. Though a 

slightly larger proportion of Aboriginal households in the Northern Territory are of extended 

types than the whole country Aboriginal average, nuclear families still constitute the single 

largest category (46.5 per cent) and combined with the non-familial households they constitute

3 Derived from ABS Census 86, Australia: Table CA0018-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Families and Persons in Families- 
Family Type.

*  By Non-Familial households I mean single parent households and lone persons (see section 4.3.3 in chapter 4 for a 
discussion on this subject).
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62.1 per cent5 of all households. For both the whole Australian Aboriginal population and for 

the Northern Territory Aborigines the proportion of single parent families is large, about 16 per 

cent. The existence of a very large proportion (55.5 per cent) of women in separated, divorced 

or widowhood status among the older females 55 and over partly accounts for the higher 

proportion of single parent families.

Aboriginal households are large: on average there are 4.6 persons in a household6. With 5.9 

persons per household, the Northern Territory Aboriginal households are relatively larger than 

the average Aboriginal househlod size in the country as a whole. This is because the majority of 

the Aboriginal population of the Northern Territory, as mentioned earlier, are living in rural 

Aboriginal communities where traditional Aboriginal kinship obligations and responsibilities are 

strong. It should be also mentioned that Aboriginal households in the Northern Territory are 

crowded compared to the whole Australia Aboriginal households. There are, on average, 2.4 

persons per bedroom in the Territory against 1.7 persons per bedroom in the latter case.

The results of the 1986 population census on marital status reveal that marriage is not universal 

in the Aboriginal population (see Table 2-5). Only 3 per cent of the males and about 8 per cent 

of the female population in the age group 15 to 19 are ever married and by the end of 

reproductive life at age 49 only about 86 per cent of the females eventually married.

On average, females marry 1.4 years younger than males and the singulate mean age at 

marriage (Hajnal, 1953:112-136) is high for both of the sexes, 28.3 years for males and 26.9 

years for the females. The singulate mean age at marriage for females has increased by about

5 Derived from ABS Census 86, Northern Territory: Table CA0018-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Families and Persons in 
Families-Family Type.

6 Derived from ABS, Census 86, Australia: Table CA0023, A/TSI Dwellings excluding Caravan Parks-Number of 
Persons in Households, and Table CA0028, Persons in A/TSI Dwellings excluding Caravans etc. in Caravan Parks- 
Aboriginal Origin by number of persons in households.
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2 years7 since 1981. About 9.5 per cent of the females 55 and over have never married while 

twice as many (18 per cent) have never married in the male population 55 and over.

Widowhood claims a large proportion of older Aboriginal women and a much smaller proportion 

of the older male population. Thus, a very wide difference exists in the proportion widowed

T a b le  2 - 5 :  Aboriginal population by marital status: Australia, 1986

Age groups
Never

PROPORTIONS 
Married Separated Widowed Total

Married & Divorced Ever
Married

15-19 .974
MALES

.021 .004 .000 .026
20-24 .819 .156 .020 .002 .181
25-29 .592 .347 .057 .003 .408
30-34 .418 .469 .107 .006 .582
35-39 .320 .538 .132 .010 .680
40-44 .252 .567 .160 .022 .748
45-49 .231 .539 .145 .035 .769
50-54 .206 .569 .160 .065 .794
55-59 .193 .570 .145 .092 .807
60-64 .183 .544 .136 .138 .817
65-69 .167 .542 .102 .190 .833
70-74 .163 .530 .084 .223 .837
75+ .188 .428 .042 .342 .812
Singulate Mean Age at Marriage for males = 28.3 

15-19 .925
FEMALES

.067 .005 .002 .075
20-24 .698 .264 .042 .006 .302
25-29 .479 .407 .102 .012 .521
30-34 .325 .495 .159 .021 .675
35-39 .219 .538 .200 .044 .781
40-44 .159 .557 .204 .080 .841
45-49 .135 .542 .191 .132 .865
50-54 .108 .501 .177 .215 .892
55-59 .087 .469 .156 .288 .913
60-64 .089 .421 .099 .390 .911
65-69 .093 .359 .080 .467 .907
70-74 .100 .295 .053 .551 .900
75+ .113 .213 .035 .636 .884
Singulate Mean Age at Marriage for females = 26.9

Source: Basic data from ABS, Census 86: Australia Table CA002-Total A/TSI-Age by Marital Status by Sex. 
Note: The proportions may not add to unity because of roundings of the figures to third decimal points.

7 Basic data from ABS, 1984: Australia Table ASC05.
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between males and females in the higher ages. Of women aged 55 years and over, 47 per cent 

are reported as widowed; for men the number is only 20 per cent. This could only be accounted 

for by the differential mortality among males and females in higher ages. Separation and divorce 

is an option exercised by about 10 per cent of the Aboriginal men and 12 per cent of the 

women.

The Aboriginal population’s marital status in the Northern Territory is markedly different from 

that of the Australian Aboriginal population as a whole. It seems (see Table 2-6) that marriage is 

closer to universal among the Aboriginal population of the Northern Territory than the total 

Aboriginal population. More than a quarter of the Aboriginal females in age group 15-19 are 

ever married though the male proportion (8 per cent) in the same age group is much lower than 

that of the females, and about 93 per cent of the females eventually marry by the end of the 

reproductive life at age 49. Also more than 90 per cent of the male population eventually marry 

by age 55 years and over.
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T a b le  2 -6 : Aboriginal population by marital status: Northern Territory, 1986

Age groups PROPORTIONS 
Never Married

Married

MALES

Separated 
& Divorced

Widowed Total

15-19 .920 .075 .005 - 1.000
20-24 .634 .340 .024 .002 1.000
25-29 .404 .543 .049 .002 1.000
30-34 .265 .640 .084 .010 1.000
35-39 .185 .703 .102 .012 1.000
40-44 .146 .731 .094 .029 1.000
45-49 .147 .716 .110 .031 1.000
50-54 .134 .696 .119 .054 1.000
55+ .097
Singulate Mean Age at Marriage for males =

.670
25.0

FEMALES

.086 .148 1.000

15-19 .747 .232 016 .005 1.000
20-24 .453 .481 .042 .019 1.000
25-29 .307 .590 .073 .031 1.000
30-34 .203 .644 .111 .042 1.000
35-39 .126 .683 .131 .062 1.000
40-44 .094 .640 .140 .126 1.000
45-49 .071 .596 .139 .190 1.000
50-54 .065 .490 .136 .308 1.000
55+ .077 .375 .074 .473 1.000
Singulate Mean Age at Marriage for females = 23.1

Source: Derived from ABS, Census 86:State Northern Territory, Table CA002-Total A/TSI-Age by Marital Status by sex. 
Note: The proportions may not add to unity because of roundings of the figures to third decimal points.

Overall, Aborigines in the Northern Territory marry younger on average than those elswhere. 

The singulate mean age at marriage is 25.0 years for the males and 23.1 years for the females. 

The difference between male and female mean age at marriage is slightly greater than that of 

the total Aboriginal population of Australia. Widowhood claims a large fraction of the Northern 

Territory Aboriginal population too and the level is similar to that of the whole Australia 

Aboriginal population. Separation and divorce are also an option for the Northern Territory 

Aborigines though the level (7.5 per cent for the males and 9.6 per cent for the females) is 

slightly lower than Aborigines in Australia as a whole.

2.4 Dynamics of Population Change

2.4.1 Fertility

Aboriginal vital statistics are not readily available in Australia. This is because most states, 

including the Northern Territory do not distinguish racial origin on the registration records.
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Therefore, the Bureau of Statistics does not publish birth and death statistics by Aboriginally. 

This situation forces researchers to use indirect techniques to calculate Aboriginal vital rates 

using census data, or to confine themselves to regional studies where vital records are available 

by ethnicity, or to conduct special household surveys and collect the vital data for a particular 

year themselves or undertake the labour of record-by-record search in registry offices to 

separate Aboriginal records from the rest. At present the use of national census information for 

derivation of vital rates is the only option open.

From census age returns, we can obtain a rough index of fertility level, called the child-woman 

ratio, by comparing the number of children in the 0-4 age group to the number of women in the 

15-49 age group who are responsible for these children. Examination of the child-woman ratios, 

obtained from 1971 to 1986 population census age distributions, reveals that though Aboriginal 

fertility is much higher than that of the whole Australian population, as Table 2-7 shows, it has 

continued to decline more rapidly than the whole Australian population during the last 15 years.

Table 2-7: Children aged 0 to 4 per thousand women of reproductive ages (15-49) at
Australian Censuses 1972-1986.

1971 1976 1981 1986

Australia Total 402 363 305 294
Per cent of 1971 100 90 76 73

Aborigines Total 799 762 539 530
Per cent of 1971 100 95 67 66

N.T. Aborigines 774 676 571 518
Per cent of 1971 100 87 74 67

Derived from: (1) ABS, Census 1986, Australia: Table CA0001, Total Prsons - Age by Aboriginal Origin by Sex, Total 
Australia (2) ABS, Census 1981, Catalogue No.2443.0: Australia, Table 7. Ages in single years, and Table CAB01 Age 
by Racial Origin by Sex (3) ABS, Census 1976, Catalogue No.2417.0: Australia, Table 6. Population by Age, and 
Aboriginal Summary Data (ACDSF) 6. Age last Birthday (4) ABS, Census 1971, Reference No.2.83.9: Australia, Table 
1. Population by age, and Reference 2.91, The Aboriginal Population.

The decline in the values of child-woman ratios is also noticeable in the Northern Territory. It 

should be noted that the continuation of decline in Aboriginal fertility, confirmed by the 1986 

Census results, is occurring while the number of births during the five years preceding the 1986 

Census, reflected in the size of the 0-4 age group of 1986 Census Aboriginal age distribution, is 

higher than in the previous period. This, as mentioned before, is because of the echo effects of
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high fertility of the 1950s and 1960s; the women born then are now going through the most 

fertile years of their reproductive life.

Though the child-woman ratio as a measure of fertility has the advantage of simplicity of 

calculation and its data requirements are easily obtainable from a census age distribution, it is 

affected by mortality as well as underenumeration of 0-4 age children. Therefore, to obtain more 

plausible indices of fertility measurement it is necessary to examine other available options.

During the 1986 population census, women were asked about the number of children they had 

ever borne and the number surviving. Similarly, the 1981 Census collected information about 

the total number of children borne by a woman. The returns of the 1981 and 1986 Censuses on 

number of children ever borne by women in five year age groups of reproductive ages are 

presented in Tables 2-8 and 2-9 below.

T a b le  2 -8 : Aboriginal females and mothers by five year reproductive age groups with number 
of children ever bom, 1981.

Age Number Number Number Children Parity
groups of of females ever not

women mothers childless bom stated

15-19 9570 1814 3847 2361 4089
20-24 7964 4901 1773 9887 1290
25-29 6267 4810 660 13965 788
30-34 5229 4295 371 16036 563
35-39 3978 3329 237 14873 412
40-44 3392 2766 191 13789 435
45-49 2756 2242 183 11733 331

Source: (1) ABS 1981 Census, Ausatralia: Table ASC05-Female Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders Aged 15 years 
and over-Total issue by Age by Marital Status.
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T a b le  2 -9 :  Aboriginal females and mothers by five year reproductive age groups with number 
of children ever bom and surviving, 1986.

Age Number Number Children Children Childless Parity
groups of

Women
of

Mothers
Ever
Bom

Surviving Women Not
Stated

15-19 14629 2502 3461 3350 8295 3832
20-24 12201 6649 12857 12690 3843 1705
25-29 10083 7323 19777 19606 1722 1031
30-34 7942 6428 21179 20822 741 773
35-39 6495 5285 20267 19734 515 697
40-44 4847 3913 18160 17580 355 579
45-49 3901 3129 15866 15329 301 476

Source: ABS, Census 86, Australia: Table ABSTAT16 -Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders Females aged 15 years 
and over - age by number of females then total issue then total living issue, Australia.

The availability of information about the number of children ever-born by five year age groups of 

women in reproductive ages of 15-49 years, allows us to estimate average fertility rates in effect 

during the intercensal period, 1981-1986, based on the increment of cohort parities from 

information about average parities by age group of women between the two censuses or 

surveys five or ten years apart.

Examination of the 1981 Census and 1986 Census data on number of Aboriginal women by 

parity, as presented in Tables 2-8 and 2-9, shows that a large proportion of women have not 

stated their parity which could contain those with no children as well. The exclusion of women 

who did not state their parity from the calculations of average parities will inflate the average 

parities and the inclusion of such women in the calculation of average parities, while their 

children are omitted, will lead to an underestimation of the true average parities. Empirical 

studies (El-Badry, 1961) have shown that this error is often due to the failure of interviewers and 

of the data processing personnel to differentiate between a childless woman and one who does 

not state her parity. El-Badry (1961) proposed a correction method to adjust the number of 

parity-not-stated women who should have been classified as childless based on the observed 

high correlation existing between the proportions childless and the proportions of parity-not- 

stated. The figures on the average parities of the Aboriginal women and mothers in 1981 and 

also average parities of women and mothers and average number of the surviving children in
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1986, presented in Tables 2-10, 2-11 and 2-12, are adjusted with the help of El-Badry correction 

factors obtained from data in Tables 2-8 and 2-9.

As was mentioned earlier, the method used for obtaining fertility indices is based on the 

increment of hypothetical, intercensal cohort parities (United Nations, 1983:59-64). Since the 

interval between the 1981 and 1986 Censuses is five years, the women in the 1986 Census 

represent the survivors of the next younger five-year age group of the 1981 Census. The 

difference in the average parity of the cohort between 1981 and 1986 reflects its childbearing 

experience between the two censuses assuming that the fertility of those women who died or 

migrated during this period is not systematically different from that of those who remained. The 

intercensal average parities for a hypothetical cohort could be estimated by cumulating the 

intercensal parity increments. The estimated average age-specific fertility rates and also the 

associated total fertility rate of the Australian Aboriginal women prevailing during the period 

1981-1986 are presented in Table 2-10 below.

T a b le  2 -1 0 :  Average age-specific fertility rates and the total fertility rate of the Aboriginal
women of Australia for the period 1981-1986.

Age Average Average Age specific
groups parities parities fertility

1981 1986 rates

15-19 0.261 0.260 0.1304
20-24 1.336 1.158 0.1924
25-29 2.398 2.155 0.1364
30-34 3.300 2.929 0.0650
35-39 4.023 3.428 0.0100
40-49 8.956 8.584 0.0340

TFR - - 2.8410

The estimated total fertility rate of 2.84 for the period 1981-1986, as presented in Table 2-10, 

indicates that the level of Aboriginal fertility is higher than the whole-Australia fertility level 

(TFR=1.93 in 1983 from ABS, 1987e:18) and has fallen from the Aboriginal average total 

fertility rate of 3.32 for the period 1976-1981 (Gray, 1983:87). Also we can calculate the average 

crude birth rate for the period under study, 1981-1986, by estimating the average annual 

number of births through the application of the estimated age-specific fertility rates to the
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average mid-period population. The period average crude birth rate is implied to be 27.8 per 

1000 population. This again confirms the continuation of the Aboriginal fertility decline starting 

from the early 1970s.

2.4.2 Mortality

As with fertility, the unavailability of Aboriginal death statistics presents obstacles in obtaining 

mortality measurements. Data on the number of annual Aboriginal deaths are published for only 

some of the states such as the Northern Territory by the Department of Health. Thus, it is not 

possible to obtain Aboriginal mortality levels or age patterns through direct application of annual 

death statistics on a national scale. Also it is not appropriate to use the census data on 

distribution of population by age for calculation of mortality measures through indirect methods 

based on model life-table and stable population techniques, owing to the assumption of stability 

or even quasi-stability of the population in the recent past behind the proposed techniques.

Using the 1986 Census data a recent study on the Aboriginal child survival concluded that there 

is a single general pattern of Aboriginal infant and child mortality which exists throughout the 

country, with only marginal geographical variations, which ‘implies infant mortality rates at least 

20 per thousand live births during most of the decade before 1986’ (Gray, 1988:31). Meanwhile 

data from the Departments of Health for the period 1981-86 suggest Aboriginal infant mortality 

rates in the range of 25 to 34 per thousand live births in Queensland (14 communities), the 

Northern Territory and Western Australia. These might be overestimates (Gray, 1988a:28) 

because of uncertainty about the relative coverage of statistical collections. Hence, the 

Aboriginal infant mortality rate lies in the range of 20 to 34 per thousand live births per year.

In the absence of information on adult deaths for the total Australian Aboriginal population, we 

will rely on the Northern Territory data, which are systematically being recorded by the Northern 

Territory Department of Health, to assess the age pattern of Aboriginal adult mortality. A recent 

study based on the 1981 and 1986 Censuses results (Gray, 1988b) indicates that the levels and 

patterns of Aboriginal mortality are very similar throughout the country. Therefore estimates 

based on the Northern Territory data will not be markedly different from those for the Aboriginal



39

population at the national level. The average estimates of the highest and lowest infant mortality 

rates were combined with the five-year age specific mortality rates of the Aboriginal population 

(Devanesen, et al., 1986:23), assumed as a rough average of the total Aboriginal mortality 

schedule of the country, to obtain provisional life tables for Aboriginal males and females. These 

are presented in Tables 2-11 and 2-12. It was assumed that the infant and early childhood 

mortality for male and female children is identical.
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The above life tables indicate that the Aboriginal female expectation of life at birth is around 7 

years higher than that of the males. The average life expectancy at birth for both sexes is about 

56 years which is 18 years lower than the average life expectancy at birth for the total 

population of Australia. The most recent Australian Life Tables (Australian Government Actuary, 

1985:2-5) show a life expectancy at birth of 71.23 for males and 78.27 for females for the period 

1980-1982.

It will be valuable to use the constructed life tables in order to study variations in the age 

patterns of mortality and to make comparisons of different possible reasons for mortality 

variations. For this purpose it is helpful to consider four periods of life separately, infancy and 

childhood, adolescence, adulthood and old age. Factors which affect mortality are differently 

associated with the different phases of life, and hence such a division is useful for analytical 

purposes. In this study of variations in mortality by age, the age ranges have been taken as 

infancy and early childhood (0-5 years), childhood and adolescence (5-15 years), adulthood 

(15-60 years) and old age (60 years and over). The levels of mortality in these phases is 

measured by an index known as temporary life expectancy between ages x and x+n. It is 

defined, in life table notation, (Arriaga, 1984:84) as: 

nFx=(Tx ' 7x+n)^x

This index gives the average number of years lived between ages x and x+n under life table 

mortality conditions by those who are alive at exact age x. This measure provides a fairly 

complete and concise measure of level of mortality in the phase. The values for different phases 

by sex for the Aboriginal population are shown in Table 2-13.

If none dies during any particular age interval, the value of the index nEx would obviously be 

equal to the length of the age interval. Since the length of age interval is different for different 

phases of life, another index, defined as the ratio of observed temporary expectation of life to 

maximum possible years in each phase of life, would be better for comparative purposes. The 

values of this index for the Aboriginal population are also presented in Table 2-13.



Table 2 - 1 3 :  Temporary expectation of life for different spans of life (nEx) by sex, and ratios of 
observed temporary expectations to maximum possible years in each phase of life by sex, 
Aboriginal population.
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Phases of 
life nEx

MALES
Ratios

FEMALES
nEx Ratios

0-5 4.81 .962 4.82 .964
5-15 9.92 .992 9.96 .996
15-50 30.63 .875 32.76 .936
15-60 36.10 .802 40.08 .891
60+ 12.80 13.95 - -

Table 2-13 reveals that under the 1986 Aboriginal life table mortality conditions, tables 2-11 and 

2-12, a new born Aboriginal baby lived an average of 4.8 years of the possible 5 years from 

birth to age 5. The figures indicate low infant and early childhood mortality for both of the sexes 

because they attain more than 95 per cent of the maximum years of life in early childhood. As in 

any other population, the Aboriginal adolescent mortality represents the lowest point of the 

mortality schedule. The temporary expectation of life in the childhood and adolescence ages of 

5-15 years is very high (9.96 years for females and 9.92 years for males) and both of the sexes 

attain more than 99 per cent of the maximum expectation of life in this phase. Since a sizable 

section of the population depends on persons in the working ages, mortality during the 

adulthood ages of 15-60 years has great economic implications. Because of the long age 

interval, most of the general mortality is contributed by this phase of life. The expectation of life 

for the Aboriginal population in this phase of life varies from 40 for the females to about 36 years 

for the males. Though the mortality level for the Aboriginal people in adult ages is high and they 

do not attain 90 per cent of the maximum years of this phase, the male mortality is much higher 

than that of the females. The data in Table 2-13 indicate a very high level of old-age mortality. 

Those Aboriginal people who reach age 60 years have, on average, the chance of only about 

13 more years to live while the figure for the total Australian population is about 20 years.

The average crude death rate of the Aboriginal population for the period 1981-1985 is estimated 

to be around 9.2 per 1000 population (Commonwealth Department of Health, 1987:25). Taking 

into consideration the average crude birth rate of 27.8, obtained earlier for the period 1981-86, 

the natural growth rate of the Aboriginal population is estimated to have been about 1.86 per
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cent per year for the same period. The difference between this figure and the observed 7.1 per 

cent average intercensal population growth rate from 1981 to 1986 (subsection 2.1), indicates 

the extent of the undercount of the Aboriginal population in the 1981 Census compared to that 

of 1986.

2.5 Summary

The 1986 Census of Population and Housing reported 227,645 persons of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander origin in Australia which constituted about 1.5 per cent of the total 

population. Large fluctuations in the last four census counts resulted in contrasting rates of 

population change, largely due to inconsistencies in Aboriginal population counts in various 

census operations rather than to the effects of changing demographic factors.

Aborigines are unevenly scattered among the states and territories with major concentrations in 

Queensland, New South Wales, Western Australia and the Northern Territory; only about 15.3 

per cent of the total Aboriginal population live in South Australia, Victoria, Tasmania and the 

Australian Capital Territory.

The true size of the Aboriginal population at the beginning of European settlement in the 

continent is still a matter of dispute. By the early 1980s estimates ranging from 227,000 to 

314,000 were considered acceptable, but historians as recently as 1987 proposed an estimate 

of about 750,000. Further research is needed to clarify this. The small estimated population size 

about 200 years ago can only be explained by assumption of a virtually stationary population 

throughout the prehistoric period.

Currently the majority of Aboriginal people live in urban areas; many in urban centres with 

population under 100,000. This urbanization over the last 40 years has resulted from increased 

freedom of movements by Aboriginals and loss of jobs on pastoral stations.

The returns of the 1986 Census reveal that there are 98 Aboriginal males for each 100 

Aboriginal females. This is comparable with the overall sex ratio of the total population: 99.2.
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The Aboriginal population has a young age structure; the median age is estimated to be 19 

years, which is about 12 years lower than that of the total population.

Aboriginal households are large; on average there are about five persons in a household at the 

national level. With about six persons per household, the Northern Territory Aboriginal 

households are relatively larger than the average Aboriginal household size in the country as a 

whole. Basically the majority of Aboriginal households consist of nuclear and non-familial types. 

At a sub-national level, in the Northern Territory, a slightly larger proportion of Aboriginal 

households are of extended types but nuclear families still constitute the single largest category 

(46.5 per cent) and combined with the non-familial households they comprise 62.1 per cent of 

all households. With 1.7 persons per bedroom Aboriginal dwellings at the national level are 

somewhat crowded while in the Northern Territory, with average 2.4 persons per bedroom, 

crowding appears to be substantial.

At the national level marriage is not universal among the Aborigines. Only 3 per cent of the 

males and about 8 per cent of the female population in the age group 15 to 19 are ever married 

and by the end of reproductive life at age 49 only about 86 per cent of the females have 

eventually married. Mean age at marriage is high for both sexes, 28.3 years for males and 26.9 

years for the females. Since 1981 females' mean age at marriage has increased by about two 

years. At a subnational level, in the Northern Territory, marital status is markedly different: more 

than a quarter of the Aboriginal females in age group 15-19 are ever married though the male 

proportion (8 per cent) in the same age group is much lower, and about 93 per cent of the 

females eventually marry by the end of the reproductive life at age 49. In the Northern Territory 

Aboriginal males and females marry 3.3 and 3.8 years younger than the Aboriginal males and 

females at the national level.

Though Aboriginal fertility is estimated to be about 50 per cent higher than that of the whole 

Australian population, it has continued to decline more rapidly than the latter during the last 15 

years. The Aboriginal total fertility rate has fallen from the estimated levels of 4.1 for the period
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1971-76 and 3.32 for the period 1976-1981 to a level of 2.84 for the period 1981-1986. The 

1981-86 period average crude birth rate is inferred to be about 27.8 per 1000 population.

Indirect estimates suggest that the levels and patterns of Aboriginal mortality are very similar 

throughout the country. A recent study on Aboriginal child survival concluded that there is a 

general pattern of Aboriginal infant mortality ranging from 20 to 34 per thousand live births per 

year. Therefore based on estimates of the Aboriginal adult mortality derived from the Northern 

Territory Aboriginal death records, which is assumed to be not markedly different from that for 

the Aboriginal population at the national level and the estimated average infant mortality rate for 

the country, provisional life tables for Aboriginal males and females were obtained: the 

Aboriginal female expectation of life at birth is around seven years higher than that of the males. 

The average life expectancy at birth for both sexes is about 56 years which is 18 years lower 

than the average life expectancy at birth for the total population of Australia.

Though the mortality level for the Aboriginal people in adult ages is generally high, the male 

mortality is much higher than that of the females. Aboriginal people who reach age 60 years 

have, on average, the chance of only about 13 more years to live while the figure for the total 

Australian population is about 20 years. The Aboriginal average crude death rate is estimated to 

be around 9.2 per 1000 population which in conjuction with the estimated crude birth rate of 

27.8 implies a natural growth rate of about 1.86 per cent per year for the 1981-86 period.



Chapter 3

Alice Springs Aborigines in the Historical Perspective of Central
Australia

3.1 Introduction

Of over 31,000 persons in the total population of Central Australia, between parallels 20 and 26 

in the Northern Territory, in 1986 about 34 per cent were reported to be of Aboriginal descent 

with a concentration of over 3,000 persons in Alice Springs. Fifty two per cent of the present 

Aboriginal inhabitants of Alice Springs were born in various parts of Central Australia including 

Alice Springs itself. Of those aged 12 years and over, 53 per cent grew up in places within 

Central Australia. 1 What happened during the last hundred or so years in this area, therefore, 

has had its effect on the present generation of the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs and 

shaped its demographic composition and characteristics.

In this chapter, therefore, a review is made of the literature concerning geographical, 

environmental, historical and administrative aspects of central Australia from the time of early 

contact between Aborigines and Europeans to the present date. Attention is focused, wherever 

possible, on how historical events and changes in conditions affected the demographic 

composition and characteristics of the Aboriginal population of the region.

3.2 Geographical conditions

3.2.1 Location

Alice Springs is located in the heart of the Macdonnell Ranges in the centre of the Australian 

continent. It lies half way between Darwin and Adelaide, more than 1500 kilometres in either 

direction. In spite of the fact that, since 1931, Central Australia has not had politically recognized 

boundaries, Alice Springs remains the regional capital of the area.

1 See Chapter 5 on residence stability and migration.
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Central Australia as a separate administrative unit was formed by the Commonwealth 

Government in 1926, dividing the former Northern Territory of South Australia into two districts 

(Madigan,1944:6). The district of North Australia extended from the north coast to the 20th 

parallel and the district of Central Australia from the 20th parallel to the South Australian border 

on the 26th parallel. After 1931, Darwin became the administrative capital of the Northern 

Territory which combined the District of North Australia and the District of Central Australia. It 

should be added that the Northern Territory boundaries are arbitrary and not particularly 

meaningful to Aboriginal inhabitants, who have connections across the South Australian and 

Western Australian borders.

In area, Central Australia occupies one sixth of Australia. Though it no longer exists as an 

autonomous political administrative unit, it has been defined as such for service delivery and 

data collection such as birth and death records. Alice Springs serves as the administrative and 

supply centre for the whole area.

From the town, the Macdonnell Ranges extend towards the Simpson Desert in the east and also 

towards the sand plains and salt lakes in the Western Australian border areas to the west. To 

the south of the Macdonnell Ranges, the country extends toward Ayers Rock and a plain 

towards Lake Eyre. To the north of the Macdonnells an inland plateau extends beyond Tennant 

Creek where lies a grassland and pastoral area.
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Map 3.1: Central Australia
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3.2.2 Climate

Alice Springs is located in an arid zone. The rainfall averages about 25 centimetres per annum 

which is too low for cropping or sown pastures, with nearly half of the annual rainfall occurring in 

falls of less than 12 mm (Perry, 1976:73). The temperature in the summer exceeds 40 degrees 

Celsius during the day and drops at night to much lower degrees. In winter, nights at Alice 

Springs are cold and frosty but the days are clear and mild. Sometimes it is extremely windy 

with small tornadoes (Heppell and Wigley, 1981:1).

The Todd River runs through Alice Springs north to south. The Todd and other Central 

Australian rivers are dry for much of the year, but after rain they run swiftly. Only one quarter of 

the annual rainfall occurs in the winter, three quarters falling in summer (Perry, 1976:73); the 

rainfall is unpredictable and the occurrence of big and frequent droughts is inevitable in Central 

Australia (Rowley, 1970:208).

3.2.3 Aborigines in the ecosystem of the region

Central Australia unlike the Sahara is not a flat treeless desert as is often imagined (Finlayson, 

1936:21). In broad terms, topography, soils and vegetation in Central Australia form a pattern of 

landscapes which can be described as: hills which contribute most of the water to watercourses, 

foothills, piedmont plains and floodplains whose soils vary from clays to gritty sands and are the 

most fertile in the region (Perry, 1976:73). Vegetation is open woodland or grassland and most 

of the temporary or permanent waterholes are located in this landscape. The infertile red clayey 

soils of the lateritic plains are generally covered with mulga vegetation while the deep sand soils 

of the sand plains and dunes carry spinifex vegetation and no surface. Dry salt lakes complete 

the topography of the area.

The amount of rain water reaching the ground in Central Australia is not adequate for the growth 

of most plant species. It is only the concentration of the rain water in the smaller areas by run­

off and percolation underground along impermeable strata that permits many species to grow 

and confines them to their restricted habitats (Maggs, 1976:116).
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The continent of Australia was inhabited by human beings for thousands of years before the 

early European explorers discovered the continent and made early contacts. Curr (1886:152- 

207) thought that Australian Aborigines descended from African intermixtures with some other 

race who migrated to Australia by sea and landed on the north shores of the continent when the 

Africans were in their infancy as a people,mere hunters, whose weapons were the spear, and 

possibly the boomerang prior to the time that the bow and arrow took the place of spear. He 

says that ‘Australia and Tasmania were the only ones which received no second influx of 

population up to the date of our own colonization’ (Curr, 1886:187). An official document of the 

Commonwealth Government describes the prehistoric Aborigines in brief as follows:

The Aborigines were living in Australia long before civilization came to Europe. Their original home 

was probably southern India and it is thought that they moved to Australia through the Malay 

Peninsula and Indonesia by land bridges that have since disappeared. In their natural state they 

were nomads, neither having nor seeking even the most primitive of dwelling to call homes. They 

were hunters and gatherers of food, practising no forms of agriculture or animal industry 

(Department of Territories, 1958:5).

Berndt and Bemdt (1964:5), contradict the above argument about the way the first human 

beings arrived in Australian continent, and are certain that Aboriginal man came to Australia by 

sea. They refer to McCarthy’s (1957:19) argument that the land bridge between Asia and 

Australia ‘disappeared before it could be used by placental Asian animals’ (Berndt and Berndt, 

1964:5). Calaby (1971:81) while agreeing with the theory of the Aboriginal arrival by sea adds 

that perhaps this happened around ‘30,000 years ago, when the last glaciation was in progress 

and sea levels were much lower than at present. Australia and New Guinea formed a 

continuous land mass and the Timor Strait was less than 160 km wide’. It is mostly accepted 

now that habitation of the Australian continent commenced at least 40,000 years ago and 

possibly 100,000 years. There is no guarantee that the earliest inhabitants were anything like 

modern Aborigines. In fact, the Tasmanian Aborigines were cut off from the mainland only 8000 

years ago but constituted quite a distinct racial stock (Mulvaney and White, 1987).

In earlier days, before the expansion of the European settlements in central Australia, 

Aborigines were mostly dependent, for food gathering and hunting, on the foothills, piedmont 

plains and flood plains because almost all of their reliable water sources are in these regions
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(Perry, 1976:74). Lateritic piains and spinifex sand plains were probably used for hunting and 

food gathering after rains when surface water was available in these regions.

In the arid interior, animal food provided about 20 per cent of the diet of the Aboriginal people 

(Peterson, 1976:27). The relative share of plant and animal food in the regular diet of the 

Aborigines in various regions might have been roughly proportional to the regional differences in 

the biomass of the two (Frith, 1976:88). Gould (1969) and Meggitt (1962) concluded that 

vegetable food accounts for as much as 70-80 per cent of the diet of Aborigines in the central 

region (Peterson, 1976:27). Before the occupation of the Europeans and the introduction of their 

livestock to the Central region the animal food of the Aborigines comprised mammals, birds and 

reptiles (Frith, 1976:87). There are 60-100 edible vegetable species known in the region which 

reduce to around a dozen staples (Peterson, 1976:27).

As a consequence of one hundred years of European intervention and settlement in Central 

Australia, today the flora and fauna of the region are very different from the ones that existed 

before. Frith describes the changes that occurred in the wildlife of the arid zone as follows:

The wildlife has changed greatly. The region now is infested with feral stock and rabbits...the 
composition of the native mammal fauna, at least, has changed greatly...as European settlement 
proceeded ...feral animals became abundant. They include donkeys, horses, cattle, camels, goats, 
rabbits, foxes and cats...There were no ...ecological competition...the feral stock thrived, have 
expanded to the limits of their climatic tolerance...Feral stock...on the one hand...offer ...source of 
meat, but on the other hand...the effect of their grazing on the native vegetation is not fully 
understood... the effect of cattle on virgin range in central Australia has been shown to be great 
(Chippendale 1963). Within one year the abundance and diversity of the vegetation fell by two- 
thirds but even then it was ten-fold that of country that had been grazed for many years...There is 
little doubt that the grazing of the fragile desert communities by feral animals will...have severe 
deleterious effects on the natural plant foods of the Aborigines...There have been rapid and great 
changes in the fauna there since exotic grazing animals reached the area...the position with 
mammals is that most of the small ground living species have disappeared or declined very 
greatly... around Alice Springs for instance in 1932 there were 10 surviving species of bandicoots, 
wallabies and kangaroos but only four remain now (Newsome, 1971)... these smaller species 
probably are the ones that provided the great bulk of mammal food to tribal aborigines. Most small 
marsupials are now very rare ...the nest building Leporillus apicalis which is now probably extinct is 
known to have existed in great numbers. The rock haunting Zyzumys is now rare, the pseudomys 
species are not common...it can be concluded that small native mammals probably no longer could 
be a substantial item of diet for aborigines. The situation of the two large kangaroos of the arid 
zone, the red Kangaroo and the Euro is quite different and they seem to have benefited from the 
impact of ...grazing stock on their habitats...in central Australia however the Euro has not increased 
and remains confined to the stony hills though spinifex grasslands are extensive...The changes in 
bird populations since settlements are not known but seem to have been less than those described 
for the mammals ...Reptiles are a major source of food to the introduced feral fox and cat which
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now occur in considerable numbers throughout the arid zone. We cannot exclude the possibility 

that this predation, at least, has caused a decline in reptile populations (Frith, 1976:87-91).

In Central Australia, the foothills, piedmont plains and floodplains are now almost entirely 

occupied by cattle and also the majority of the station homesteads are on, or near, this 

landscape (Perry, 1976:74). Therefore, this landscape, which is only 15 per cent of central 

Australia, formed a vital factor for the survival of the hunting and gathering nomadic societies of 

the central Australian Aborigines as well as for the survival and expansion of the cattle industry 

in the region. This antagonism dictated the fate of the Aboriginal population in central Australia.

3.2.4 Aboriginal tribal areas in the region

Map 3.3 in page 252 illustrates the distribution of the major Aboriginal language groups in 

Central Australia. It is based on the Department of Aboriginal Affairs records regarding places of 

residences of various Aboriginal language groups as of 31 December 1972 (Milliken, 1976:239). 

Though by 1972, the traditional distribution of Aboriginal people over central Australia has been 

transformed, in general the map still corresponds with the tribal distribution maps drawn by 

Spencer and Gillen (1938:3), Berndt and Bemdt (1964:29) and Strehlow (1965:123), and 

suggests the approximate location of Aboriginal tribes2 in central Australia. According to this 

map the Aboriginal people living in the environs of Alice Springs and to its east belonged to the 

Arrernte language group. The Luritja tribe occupied areas to the west, the Anmatyerre and 

Kaytetye to the north, Alyawarra language group to the north east, Warlpiri further north west 

and finally the Pitjantjartjara tribes lived towards the west and south west.

Berndt and Bemdt (1964:34) in defining a tribe, among other things, refer to the occupancy of a 

recognized stretch of country and of hunting and religious rights over that area as features for 

labelling a group of people as a tribe. Their view is that the size of the areas occupied by 

various tribes varies and depends on the fertility, quality and quantity of its natural resources. 

They mentioned that in the central west of the Northern Territory the tribal areas are large and

2 I use tribe and language group alternatively in this thesis without going into detail of the possible differences between 

them.
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among the tribes in Central Australia which possessed large territories were the Arrernte, the 

Pitjantjatjara and Warlpiri.3

The Arrernte people, within whose territory Alice Springs lies, occupied, according to Strehlow 

(1965:133), relatively 'the best-watered and most fertile region of Central Australia’ and were, 

according to Spencer and Gillen (1899 reprint in 1938:8-9), ‘distributed in a large number of 

small local groups, each of which occupies, and is supposed to possess, a given area of the 

country, the boundaries of which are well known to the natives...Each local group, composed 

largely, but not entirely, of individuals who describe themselves by the name of some one 

animal or plant’. The men in each of these local group areas ‘belonged almost exclusively to two 

classes which stood in a father-son relationship to each other’ (Strehlow, 1965: 136). Strehlow 

described the Arrernte local group areas as follows:

The boundaries of each...section area were demarcated by episodes in the sacred myths, and were 

therefore not subject to revision....Method of marking ...section areas ensured that all border 
rockholes, springs, and other water were located within accurately described boundaries. No 

neighbouring groups could quarrel about their borders, since it was believed that these had been 

set down by their own supernatural beings....Each of the Aranda...section areas contained at least 
one important ceremonial centre....Hence Aranda religious, art, poetry, and drama, were all based 

on definite geographical centres....Since every...section area originally contained men belonging to 

two classes only, exogamy was a necessary institution in order to provide wives for them.
Each...section area was therefore linked by marriage ties with at least two other...section areas....A 

group of ...section areas which were linked by exogamic marriage ties eventually came to constitute 

a linguistic unit.... A favourable geographic environment..enabled the Aranda local groups to live in 

...section areas from which very few of them had to move even temporarily, and then only in very 

bad droughts. Those that did had to move only a few miles out of their own territory into that of their 

neighbours, with whom they had exogamic marriage ties or ceremonial links in any case....Each 

section area had a sacred cave or tree storehouse for the local sacred objects; and consequently its 

immediate environs constituted a prohibited area, whose edge was generally about a mile (or even 

more) from the sacred cave. Within these sacred precincts all hunting and food gathering was 

forbidden. Even wounded animals could not be pursued into this forbidden zone, which could be 

entered only for ceremonial purposes....In drought times the animals and birds from thousands of 

square miles of drought stricken country found refuge at these ...(sacred places); and when the 

drought broke, the surrounding countryside was restocked with game as quickly as it become 

covered with food plants (Strehlow, 1965:136-144).

Alice Springs was an important place for the Aboriginal people of the area. The place, for the 

Arrernte people, embodied many associations from the dream time (Spencer and Gillen, 1938).

3 The spellings used for tribal names by Berndt and Bemdt (1964; 28-34), which differ from the current spellings used 

by the Institute of Aboriginal Studies and adapted in this thesis, are respectively Aranda, Bidjandjara, Wailbiri, Loridja 

and Waramunga.
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With its permanent waters and sacred sites, it was a gathering place for ceremonial purposes 

(Drakakis-Smith, 1979:285).

3.3 Early contacts and colonization of the Centre

Only a few years after the foundation of Adelaide in 1836 (Madigan, 1944: 12), the struggle 

began for penetration to the centre of the continent in search of new pastoral lands and a 

possible land route to the north coast. Then, the present Northern Territory was administered by 

New South Wales. The exploration party which attempted to explore the centre during the 

years 1844-1846 included MacDouall Stuart and was led by Sturt who was then the Surveyor 

General of South Australia. The party discovered and named Broken Hill and went as far as the 

Simpson Desert (Madigan, 1944:17).

It was John MacDouall Stuart with two of his party members, Kekwick and Heed, who reached 

the centre of the continent at approximately latitude 22 and longitude 133, on 22 April, 1860, on 

his fourth attempt to cross the continent from south to north (Madigan, 1944:20). They built a 

cairn of stones and raised the British flag on top of a hill which Stuart named Mt. Sturt, which 

was subsequently renamed Central Mount Stuart by the South Australian Government after 

Stuart himself. Central Mount Stuart is located about 220 kilometres to the north of present-day 

Alice Springs. Stuart went as far as today’s Tennant Creek and reached latitude 18 at Attack 

Creek where they were attacked by the Aborigines of the area 'who paid the price with the lives 

of tribesmen’ (Blackwell and Lockwood, 1965:56). Stuart in his sixth, and last, expedition 

succeeded in reaching the north coast on 24 July 1862 (Madigan, 1944:24-25) thus becoming 

the first European to cross the continent of Australia from south to north and opening the way 

for colonization of the centre.

South Australia’s attempts to explore the centre and northern parts of the continent led to the 

annexation of the Northern Territory, though temporarily, to South Australia in July 1863

(Rowley, 1970:206) exactly one year after Stuart’s successful crossing of the continent. After 

taking over the administration of the Northern Territory, the South Australian Government 

constructed a telegraph line from Adelaide to Darwin (then Palmerston). This major project
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facilitated access to the centre and north, and subsequent colonization of these territories was 

completed in 1872 (Madigan, 1944:28).

In 1870, a survey party called the Adelaide Overland Telegraph Exploring Expedition, led by 

John Ross, followed Stuart’s tracks, and looking for a route for the telegraph line and for water 

and timber for the poles, passed the area today known as Alice Springs. The permanent 

waterhole at that location was named Alice Springs, after the wife of Charles Todd, the 

superintendent of Magnetic Telegraphs of South Australia (Madigan, 1944:28; Blackwell and 

Lockwood, 1965:40; Forrest, undated). A telegraph station was built on this site. The survey 

party named the river Todd after Charles Heavitree Todd, and went through a gap which they 

called the Heavitree gap (Forrest and Egan, undated), which is in fact the southern gateway to 

Alice Springs. Other telegraph relay stations were built along the line to Darwin at about 300 

kilometre intervals; they include Barrow Creek and Tennant Creek. These stations, as Forrest 

(undated) describes,

...became tiny enclaves of European settlements...they were places from which pastoral 
settlements and exploration work could begin....It seems that at first the Aboriginal people were not 
concerned about the telegraph stations and the telegraph line but after a year or two after it was 
dear that the white people were there to stay they began to organize resistance against the new 
settlers. Attacks became common and the reprisal by white man also became common and the 
map of the Northern Territory began to get place names such as Black Fellows Bones, Squeal 
Creek, places where large numbers of the Aboriginal people were exterminated by punitive parties.

The route to the centre of the Australian continent was opened by Stuart and the telegraph 

parties and the settlements at the telegraph stations. At the same time, European exploration of 

the areas east of the telegraph line to the coast was carried out by Sturt, Leichhardt, Burke and 

Wills, A.C. Gregory, McKinlay, Howitt, and other explorers (Madigan, 1944:30). European 

exploration of the country from the telegraph line to the settled districts of coastal Western 

Australia was carried out between 1872 and 1876 by explorers such as Forrest, Giles, Gibson 

(who was lost in the desert and died in fulfilling this task), and others. Forrest made one 

crossing of the western region in 1874 and Giles made two, along the 24th and 30th parallels. 

On the first of these, in 1872, Giles was the first European to sight Uluru from the north side of 

Lake Amadeus. But the first European who actually visited the Rock and climbed it was William
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Gosse in 1873. He named it Ayers Rock after the South Australian premier (Rose, 1965:16) It 

was officially renamed Uluru, its Aboriginal name, in 1985, when it became Aboriginal freehold 

land. Warburton in 1873 travelled from the telegraph line at Alice Springs in the centre to the 

north western coast at Roeburne; he was accompanied in this expedition by a team of 

companions including two Afghan camel-drivers with 17 camels (Madigan, 1944:36). Further 

exploration of the areas to the east of the telegraph line towards Queensland was carried out by 

Vere Barclay and Charles Winnecke in 1878 and 1879 respectively. Barclay found some 

attractive pastoral country in the Harts Range northeast of Alice Springs and Winnecke went to 

the Queensland border and returned along the southern margin to Tennant Creek. By 1880 the 

centre was quite fairly defined (Bauer, 1983: 31).

3.4 The Expansion of colonization

3.4.1 Pastoralstations

On 22 April, 1860 when Stuart raised the British flag in the centre of the continent he wrote in 

his diary: '...may it be a sign to the natives that the dawn of liberty, civilization, and Christianity 

is about to break upon them' (Madigan, 1944:20-21). Many would now disagree.

Pastoralists were quick to capitalize on the discoveries of Stuart. The sale of the Northern 

Territory lands began in 1864 in Adelaide and the settlers and cattle reached the centre two 

years later (Rowley, 1970:206) when the waterholes of the Alice Springs area were stocked. 

According to Rowley, by 1880 one-fifth and by 1890 nearly two-fifths of the 523,600 square 

miles of the Northern Territory had been taken up through pastoral leases (1970:212). Beck 

(1985:96) states that during the 1870s and 1890s pastoral stations were established on 

Western Arrernte and Luritja lands around present Alice Springs in Erldunda, Henbury and 

Tempe Downs. Glen Helen pastoral station was created around 1890. Pastoral properties were 

established in Coniston on Warlpiri country in 1917 and in Ernabella on Pitjantjatjara lands in 

the early 1930s.

Since the occurrence of droughts is high in central Australia, the stocking of land around 

waterholes in more arid parts of the centre had severe consequences on the human and animal
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lives of the area. This was the reason for the growing tensions and hostilities between the 

Aborigines and the settlers which contributed to the abandoning of many of the pastoral stations
CL

by 1900 (Rowley, 1970:212) and, as Rowley wrote '...here the small scale resistance had 

something of the character of a struggle for life itself...the land was settled either at the point of 

the gun or against the background of Aboriginal knowledge of what the gun can do' (Rowley,
OL

1970:208,214).
\

In the colonial environment of central Australia, government officials (even police who

possessed a nominal position as protectors of Aborigines), and European settlers were
a.

interdependent (Rowley, 1970/216). The Aboriginal people learnt from experience that in order 

to survive they must adapt to the new circumstances and that they could make use of the 

settlers as a source of food and shelter in return for their labour at the pastoral stations. At the 

same time, after their supremacy was established, the European settlers also realized that they 

needed the labour and often the companionship of Aboriginal people.

By the 1920s most of the Aboriginal people had been in contact with the pastoral stations and 

by the 1930s the only place with no contact or limited contact in central Australia was the
CL

Southwest desert (Rowley, 1970;). A sizable number of people from those areas had already
A

moved to Alice Springs and other centres, or had filled the vacuum created by depopulation in
CK

the pastoral districts (Rowley, 1970: 242). With the domination of water sources by European\
settlers and the spread of cattle stations over the best food-gathering areas in the centre, the 

structure of the nomadic hunting and gathering life was soon changed and the Aboriginal people 

were forced to be dependent on handouts from the settlers, missionaries and the government 

or on under-paid wage labour for which wages were often in kind (Drakakis-Smith, 1979: 285). 

Where non-Aboriginal labour was inadequate or unavailable, which was often the case, the 

pastoral station managers had access to Aboriginal labour at least for some of the time. This 

was supplied without enthusiasm or interest in return for food or a few implements required by
OL

the group as a whole (Rowley, 1970: 208-209). Gorey (1952:8) acknowledged that the pastoral
A-
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industry of the Northern Territory could not be carried on without the labour of the Aboriginal 

stockmen. Rowley wrote that:

...Among the Aborigines the employment did not take the place of initiation as a socialising 

experience...one (reason) may be the comparative lack of interest by Aborigines in material artifacts 

beyond a narrow range with immediate appeal. More important..was the fact Aboriginal Labour 
was not rewarded in the first stages with cash; that the worker remained under the control of the 

group and in the camp...Work on the station forming, from the point of view of the Aborigines, a 

means of acquiring food somewhat easier than hunting... The employer's refusal of opportunities for 
a greater share in the enterprise caused those who might have developed real interest to withdraw 

into what remained of their own tradition (Rowley, 1970:209).

Some other scholars (e.g. McGrath, 1987) dispute lack of Aboriginal interest in working in the 

cattle stations and argue that they had an interest in working as stockmen because they were 

good at this occupation.

3.4.2 Mining camps

The employees and geologists working on the construction of the telegraph line from Adelaide 

to Palmerston (Darwin) discovered and explored several mineral deposits in the areas where 

the line was to pass (Beck, 1985: 95). This attracted attention to the mineral assets of the area. 

But the real rush began with the discovery of gold at Arltunga to the east of the Macdonnell 

Ranges in 1887 (Forrest and Egan, undated). Within a few months of the gold discovery at 

Arltunga, there was a rush of several hundred European miners from South Australia to the 

area. The mineral boom ended in the late 1890s; during it, in addition to gold, other minerals 

such as copper, tin and silver were also discovered and exploited. The discovery of the Tanami 

Gold Fields revived the gold rush in the years 1900-1910 and in the early 30s at Granites, and 

with the discovery of gold at Tennant Creek in 1939 (Beck, 1985: 95) there was another boom 

which brought new waves of miners and prospectors to the area. Since mining required water, 

the use of scarce water resources made the Aborigines even more dependent than were the
A

stock on the waterholes in pastoral stations (Rowley, 1970:205).

3.4.3 The influx of non Aboriginal population

With the construction of telegraph repeater stations along the telegraph line in central Australia, 

and with the expansion of mining camps, pastoral stations and the development of the Stuart 

(later Alice Springs) town in the centre, the contacts of the Aboriginal population of central 

Australia with people such as telegraph technicians, pastoralists, miners, workers,
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administrators, camel-drivers as well as missionaries, policemen, stockmen and drovers greatly 

increased. People of non-European nationality also arrived. The consequences of this increased 

interaction upon the Aboriginal population are examined in section 3.7.

At the time, the government of South Australia wanted to develop the mining industry with the
«

help of cheap and disciplined Asian labour (Rowley, 1970: 214). Thus, in 1875 the first Chinese 

miners were brought in from Singapore and for more than thirty years Asian workers from 

countries such as Malaya and the Philippines outnumbered all others. In 1894-5, there were 

2,000 Asian workers in the mining fields, in a ratio of twelve to one with other workers (Rowley,
t-v .

1970:214). At the end of the 19th century, in Arltunga alone, there were about 200 miners of
A

various nationalities, almost all of them men (Forrest and Egan, undated).

With the Arltunga gold rush, the South Australian Government decided to establish a town in 

the centre to serve as an administrative, communication and supply centre for the whole of 

central Australia. The foundation of the town, to be called Stuart, was laid down on the banks of 

the Todd River about three kilometres to the south of the Alice Springs telegraph station by 

Surveyor David Lindsey in 1888 (Forrest and Egan, undated). At the turn of the century the town 

had a non-Aboriginal population of about 30. It had a few buildings and store rooms and a 

camping area which was used as a resting place by the Afghan camel-drivers who were 

engaged in transportation of goods between the mining and pastoral stations, other settlements 

in central Australia and major cities and towns elsewhere. At this time a dozen Europeans lived 

in the telegraph station itself including one or two women (Forrest and Egan, undated). The 

town was popularly known as Alice Springs till it was officially named so in 1930 (Beck, 

1985:97).

Mining towns such as Tennant Creek and Arltunga attracted Aboriginal people, a number of 

whom camped around these and other centres. 'Miners of both races, white Australians and 

Chinese, interfered deeply by their demands on the women, and probably were no more under 

government control than the pastoral employers and workers’ (Rowley, 1970:215).
A



61

Another source of European influx involved the Christian missionaries. The earliest mission in 

central Australia was established at Hermannsburg on the banks of the Finke River, 137 

kilometres west of Alice Springs by German Lutherans in 1877 (Love, 1915:22). In the 1930s 

Ernabella station was taken over by the Methodists. Hermannsburg Mission established 

government ration depots at Haasts Bluff in 1940 and Areyonga in 1942. The Little Flowers 

Mission, which was established on the outskirts of Alice Springs in 1935, was forced to move to 

Arltunga by pressure from the local European community. Later owing to water problems in 

Arltunga the mission finally ended up at Santa Teresa in the 1950s. The missions’ practice was 

to hold the Aborigines together in certain places in order to avoid open contacts with others and 

to provide some relief and welfare services to them. After World War II, the government 

subsidies to the missions increased resulting in expansion of education, hygiene, health and 

housing services to the Aboriginal people in the missions. Rowley (Beck, 1985:96) described 

the role of the missionaries as protective against the extreme exploitation of the Aboriginal 

groups by some of the pastoralists and prospectors. Beck (1985:96) says the missionaries were 

'...partially responsible for the arrest of the destruction of the full-blood Aboriginal population’. It 

is also impossible to separate the need of the settlers to be rid of competitive use of resources 

by Aborigines from the missionaries’ willingness to provide a concentrated settlement. There 

was less opportunity for miscegenation, which is probably what Beck meant.

During the 1890s, the big companies which owned the pastoral properties in central Australia 

withdrew and sold their holdings. By 1900 all large companies were gone and the best pastoral 

areas were being picked up by individuals known as ‘battlers’ with moderate sized holdings run 

by the owners themselves. This characteristic still distinguishes the pastoral industry in central 

Australia (Bauer, 1983:44). This process resulted in a drastic decline in the European population 

of the centre. The population which had increased from 82 in 1881 to 392 in 1891, dropped to 

159 in 1901, when there were 143 European men, but only 16 European women in the centre 

(Bauer, 1983:44).
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People of Asian origin were banned from employing Aborigines by the Northern Territory 

Aboriginal Act 19104 . The only people who were affected by this legislation in central Australia 

were the Afghan camel-drivers. They employed Aborigines to help with loading and unloading 

the camel trains every morning and evening during their long journeys and used their local 

knowledge. Deprived of Aboriginal labour, the Afghans left for New South Wales and Western 

Australia (Love, 1915:34).

The extension of the railway from the most northern terminus at Oodnadatta in South Australia 

to Alice Springs was completed in 1929. The arrival of the railway at Alice Springs had far 

greater effects upon the economy and population of the centre: it connected the pastoral 

stations and the mining camps more efficiently to the southern markets, and also brought a new 

influx of population to the centre.

3.4.4 Government policies and legislation

When the Northern Territory was annexed to South Australia in 1863, the office of Protector of 

Aboriginals for the Territory was created. It was filled by the senior medical officer till 1910, 

when the Commonwealth took over the administration of the Northern Territory (Long, 

1970:198). The protectors had no special powers to control relations between the Aborigines 

and the settlers.

During the 1860s a pattern of Aboriginal administration was established in the frontier regions of 

South Australia, and was also applied to the Northern Territory when the latter became part of 

South Australia.

...for usual frontier reasons, the interdependence of the settlers and the police, as well as their 
common attitudes meant that race relations were a matter for the settlers and the local Aborigines 
without effective government interference... The settlers were subject mainly to their own 
consciences for many decades...There was no legislation from the beginning of responsible
government until the act of 1910 and 1911 (Rowley, 1970:205-206).

A

4 According to this Act Asians were specifically excluded from the issue of licenses to employ Aborigines. (Rowley, 1970 
: 219).
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Even with two decades of special legislation from 1910 the situation was not improved. An 

official document of the Commonwealth Government states that:

...from 1870 to the early 1930’s, the Aborigines suffered from a mounting tempo of largely 

uncontrolled conditions. It was a period of many abuses, armed dashes, punitive expeditions, 

exploitation of Aboriginal women, and decline of population from introduced diseases and other 
causes (Department of Territories, 1958:6).

In fact not only in the Northern Territory but all over Australia throughout the process of 

colonization of the new territories, government influence and administration lagged far behind 

the frontier settlements. Aborigines and the settlers or prospectors were left to settle matters 

themselves. Some scholars (Drakakis-Smith, 1981:40) doubt whether events would have been 

different, had government ‘control’ occurred along with settlements. Others agree that 

'...without the establishment of the institutions there could well have been even greater loss of
(X

life’ (Rowley, 1970:220). In general the destruction of the Aboriginal social and economic life
A

started with the occupation of land by settlers and their stock. For instance the drastic decrease 

in the Aboriginal population of South Australia during the 1840s and 1850s (Rowley, 1970:203),
A

in spite of some government welfare efforts and the creation of certain reserve areas, followed 

the process of settlement expansion in that region. This experience supported the prevailing 

prejudice arising from and rationalized by the Social Darwinist theory of ‘survival of the fittest’, 

that the dying out of the Aborigines is an ‘almost inevitable process'(Drakakis-Smith, 1981: 40). 

Hence, 'the expediency of allowing the process to continue, and of being as kind as possible in
•X

the meantime became here (as in other colonies) the basis for practice’ (Rowley, 1970:204).
b

Later this policy was reflected in an editorial in the Melbourne Age in 1888:

...the inferior race is doomed to wither and disappear...we need not lament his disappearance. All 

that can be expected of us is that we shall make his last days as free from misery as we can (The 

Age, 1888).

The Australian constitution, before it was altered in 1967 (Commonwealth Bureau Census and 

Statistics, 1968:66), excluded Aboriginal people from many rights and privileges of Australian 

citizens. According to the Constitution Aborigines were not to be counted in the census (section 

127) and the Commonwealth parliament could make laws for the people of all races other than 

the Aboriginal race for whom it was deemed necessary to make special laws (section 51).
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Accordingly from 1911 when the administration of the Northern Territory was handed over by 

South Australia to the Commonwealth the latter assumed direct control of the Aboriginal Affairs 

in the Territory.

The South Australian parliament, in preparation for the Commonwealth takeover of the Northern 

Territory, approved the Northern Territory Aboriginal Act of 1910 and on 16 September 1911,
O .

the Commonwealth Regulations under this Act were gazetted (Rowley, 1970:231,233). This Act
A

was primarily based on the presumptions that Aborigines were incapable of handling their own
£V

affairs and that they were an inferior race (Rowley, 1970:220-221). Thus, they should be
h

protected and should not be allowed to mix with the European race and produce ‘half-caste’ 

children. In order to protect them, they should have a special place in the law which meant 

further restrictions on their rights. For instance, they should live in special reserves, institutions 

and missions (only those employed by or married to non-Aborigines were exempt from this 

provision), they could be expelled from any township or area and detained by any police officer, 

and any township could be declared a ‘prohibited area’ for unemployed Aborigines. Accordingly, 

Alice Springs was declared a prohibited area and remained so until 1947 (Dillon Dixon & Young, 

1985:17). A Chief Protector became the legal guardian of all Aboriginal and half-caste children 

up to age 16 with authority to overrule the Aboriginal parental authority. He or his appointed 

sub-protectors could remove light-skinned children from their Aboriginal mothers and put them 

in special institutions. The Chief Protector could take over the property of an Aboriginal or half- 

caste. Marriage between an Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal was subject to official consent. The 

Chief Protector could refuse consent to any such case without the obligation of reporting to the 

minister, but, in the event that he approved, he was bound to explain to the minister the grounds 

for his approval. It was an offence for a non-Aboriginal to be found without authority within five 

chains or about 100 metres of an Aboriginal or half-caste camp. The alleged father of a half- 

caste child could be ordered to make a contribution towards the rearing cost of the child in an 

institution but he was not liable if the child lived with the Aboriginal mother in the camp. With the 

obvious difficulties in controlling the cohabitation of Aboriginal women and non-Aboriginal men 

in the vast areas of central Australia, and by practically banning any legal marriage between
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them, such provisions of the law lowered even further the status of the Aboriginal women. 

Finally as mentioned above the Act provided for the issue of a license for employers of

Aboriginal labour with the provision that the license could not be issued to Asians (Rowley,
a

1970).
h

The Northern Territory Aboriginal Ordinance of 1918 replaced all prior legislation concerning the 

Aboriginal people and became the basis of all subsequent legislation until the Welfare 

Ordinance of 1953. According to the 1918 Ordinance the definition of "Aboriginal” now 

includes all female half-castes, unless legally married to a person of "substantial" European

descent and all of half-caste males under eighteen years (previously sixteen)' (Rowley,
a

1970:236) . There were few basic changes in this Ordinance from the previous legislations and
A

the basic concern remained to keep Australia ‘white’ and to ‘protect’ Aborigines and half-castes 

by restricting the Aborigines in the reserves and the half-castes in urban institutions. Any 

mission, station, or private institution could be declared an Aboriginal institution for the care of 

the Aboriginal and half-caste children. Strehlow (1965: 221) wrote:

The reserves were inevitably to become enclaves where the Aboriginal family produced in safety 
the labourers of the future. From here they were to go into rural employment, and here they were to 
return when not required.

The aim of the policy of segregation between full descent and mixed descent Aborigines and 

the careful definition of the two and their separate status in the law with various degrees of 

restrictions on their rights was designed, as far as those of mixed descent were concerned, ‘...to 

prevent the growth of a separate and dissident "half-caste" population outnumbering the non- 

Aborigines in the Territory, and so offering a threat to the "white Australia" policy’ (Rowley, 

1970b:39). The objective of the restrictions on half-caste marriages was to discourage marriage 

between mixed descent and full descent Aborigines in order to eventually ‘breed out’ the ‘black 

strains’ and to make the mixed descents acceptable in white Australia.

It is important to mention that before the enforcement of the Welfare Ordinance of 1953, the 

administration of the Commonwealth government Aboriginal Affairs was handled by agents who 

were not under the government’s direct control, such as missions and cattle station pastoralists,
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or by some Commonwealth departments for whom this task was a secondary function such as 

the police and health. Thus, the Commonwealth did not possess a specialized administrative 

apparatus to handle Aboriginal affairs. The relatively ineffective application of protectionist laws 

or improper delivery of the welfare services especially in pastoral stations was related to this 

administrative impairment (Collmann, 1979).

After the bombing of Darwin during the Second World War, the allied forces camped in Alice 

Springs. Aborigines were employed in the construction of the highway from Alice Springs to 

Darwin and some other jobs. This had other implications in terms of Aboriginal and non- 

Aboriginal contact and cash payment for the labour.

3.5 Policy changes in the post war era

Before World War 2, as Rowley has argued (1970:242), a world-wide colonial system seemed 

to justify the internal pattern of race relations. The process of world-wide decolonization largely 

began after the war and by the mid 1950s a number of new independent nations emerged from 

the old colonies of the world colonial empires in Asia, Africa and South America. The creation of 

the United Nations with its strong support for national independence movements in the colonies 

and its calls for the recognition of human rights and elimination of racism by the member 

countries had its positive effects in many parts of the world including Australia; this helped in the 

development of a political will to reform race relations and progress towards legal equity with 

other Australians for the Aboriginal people.

In the early post-war years the protectionist policies of the government toward Aboriginal people 

continued but as it became clear that the Aboriginal people were increasingly coming into 

contact with the European settlers, owing to the rapid growth of the Aboriginal population 

(Drakakis-Smith, 1979:284), the policies changed towards assimilation.

3.5.1 The process of acquiring equal status in the law

In the Northern Territory Welfare Ordinance of 1953 and also in the Wards’ Employment 

Ordinance of 1953, the use of the term ‘Aborigines’ was avoided by using the term ‘ward’ which
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meant a person, judged by the administration to be unable for special social reasons to care for 

himself.

As a ward he was subject to the complete authority of the Director of Welfare. The Director 
controlled the movements, property, choice of residence and marriage rights of all wards...it 
excluded all persons with the right to vote from ward status. Consequently, it excluded most of part- 
Aborigines and ail whites (Collmann, 1979:41).

While by 1953, Aborigines were largely institutionalized, the objective, according to Rowley 

(1970:240), was to train and educate the inmates to be assimilated in the general community. 

With the establishment of the Welfare Branch, as a requirement under the Northern Territory 

1953 Welfare Ordinance, the Commonwealth government established an administrative 

apparatus with handling of Aboriginal Affairs as its primary function, which obtained complete 

control over the Aborigines and increased substantially the administrative power over them 

(Collmann, 1979: 39-40). The power of the administration extended over a greater number and 

range of Aboriginal people. Before 1953 the government activities were mostly concerned 

directly with the administration of urban institutions for the mixed descent Aborigines. Collmann 

says

...the welfare Branch had quite extensive resources which it used actively to encapsulate whole new 

Aboriginal populations and to reorganize many of the Aborigines who had previously been living in 

contact with other white agencies. It further redistributed most of the Aboriginal population in space. 
The administration accomplished these tasks by developing new residential communities both in the 

bush and in the urban and moving Aborigines into them...The Welfare Branch had the power and 

legal authority to interfere in the everyday domestic life of urban and settlement Aborigines. In 

contrast, it substantially yielded its authority over cattle station residents to the pastoralists. It paid 

the pastoralists subsidies to support their resident Aboriginal population and relied upon them to 

enforce its regulations (Collmann, 1979:40-41).

The repeal of the Welfare Ordinance in August 1964 was praised by Rowley as an ‘...important 

step towards Aboriginal equality’ (1970: 241). The Northern Territory Social Welfare Ordinance 

1964 withdrew the whole superstructure of quite rigid controls, through which the ward was to 

be assimilated, civil rights were emphasized and restriction on the right of the Aborigines to 

drink alcohol was lifted. The remaining restrictions required permits to visit reserves by non- 

Aborigines, regulations against fighting, riotous behaviour, drunkenness, and use of firearms, on 

the reserves (Rowley, 1973:406).
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In July 1965, the Conference of Commonwealth and State Ministers on Aboriginal Affairs 

agreed on a new definition of assimilation which contained for the first time the choice by 

Aboriginal groups as a factor in assimilation into the wider Australian community and attaining a 

similar manner and standard of living to that of other Australians (Rowley, 1973:402-403). By 

1967, it was becoming clearer that public opinion was ready for granting legal equality to the 

Aboriginal people and this was illustrated in the 27th May 1967 referendum when 91 per cent of 

the formal votes cast favoured the legal equality of the Aboriginal people with the rest of the 

Australians by repealing section 127 and altering section 51 of the constitution; it was decided 

that the Aborigines were to be counted in the census and that the Commonwealth Parliament 

had concurrent power to pass laws on Aboriginal affairs (Commonwealth Bureau of Census and 

Statistics, 1968:66). Describing the referendum in August 1968 E. G. Whitlam, then leader of 

the opposition and future Prime Minister of Australia, said that

The referendum was not designed merely to remove discrimination against Aboriginals; its purpose 
was to give the National Parliament and the National Government authority to grant especially 
favourable treatment to them to overcome the handicaps we have inflicted on them (Commonwealth 
of Australia, 1968:15-17).

3.5.2 Creation of government settlements

In 1913, Baldwin Spencer proposed the creation by the government of Aboriginal settlements 

and communities on reserves. Until World War 2 the government did not show any interest in 

the matter and only the missions were engaged in limited efforts in Central Australia. But the 

expansion of activities in the centre during the Second World War and the construction work on 

more than 1500 kilometres of highway from Alice Springs to Darwin resulted in a rapid influx of 

people to Alice Springs. A large number of Aboriginal people were also employed by the Army 

to work on the highway. The government realized the possibility of a large scale Aboriginal drift 

to the towns and work camps. To avoid such a ‘danger’, as described by Long (1964:72), the 

government established a large reserve from Papunya and Haast Bluff in the north to Areyonga 

in the south and the management of this reserve was carried out by the Hermannsburg mission 

which established ration depots at these places. Later sinking of bores by the Northern Territory 

Administration and the positioning of a stockman and a herd of cattle at Haast Bluff, established 

the conditions for provision of fresh meat and some sort of work for the Aboriginal population of
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the reserve. The policy of developing Aboriginal settlements to control the drift of the people to 

the towns continued during the post-war years (Long, 1970: 199). The management of the 

Haast Bluff settlement was taken over by the Administration and in the late 1950s the settlement 

was moved to a new site 48 kilometres to the north at Papunya because of the high mineral 

content of the Haast Bluff water which was considered unsuitable for human consumption. The 

settlement at Haast Bluff remained as the headquarters for the cattle stock management. The 

Haast Bluff reserve had a permanent population of 300 in 1951 and 500 in 1958 (Long, 

1964:75). The Aboriginal people settled in Papunya belong mainly to the western language 

groups of Pintubi and Warlpiri.

Another large Aboriginal community, established as a government settlement in the centre of a 

2200 km2 Aboriginal Reserve in the early 1950s, is Yuendumu. It is located on the edge of the 

Tanami desert 300 kilometres to the northwest of Alice Springs. According to the Welfare 

Branch records, the Yuendumu population was reported as 459 persons by 1960, 758 persons 

in 1965 (Long, 1970: 200) and 900 by 1970. In 1978 the Aboriginal population of the township 

was reported as 1,170, according to the Health Centre records, and there were about 100 

Europeans (Young, 1981 a:63). Contrary to these figures, the census figure for 1981 is very 

much lower and gives an Aboriginal population of 587 persons (ABS, 1981 Census: NT, Table 

CAB01). This discrepancy is due to poor census enumeration (Young, 1981a) and the 

‘outstation movements’ of the Aboriginal people which gained impetus during the 1970s and 

resulted in the relocation of many Aboriginal people in small settlements on their traditional 

lands, but usually still within the large reserves or Aboriginal-leased pastoral properties or 

excisions from pastoral properties. Yuendumu lies in the western Anmatyerre boundary and the 

majority of its population in the early years were Warlpiri who came from distant areas, some 

Anmatyerre, and later (1964) some Pintubi people who arrived at the settlement (Young, 

1981a:61-62).

In 1964, the Northern Territory Government established a settlement at Amoonguna, 14 

kilometres to the southeast of Alice Springs, and moved the Aboriginal community on the former
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telegraph station reserve to the new settlement. This reserve had quarters for the government 

staff, two dormitories, hospital, canteen, ablution blocks, a school and 51 KingstrandS houses. 

By 1965 there were 538 Aboriginal people living in Amoonguna, this declined to 150 by 1977. 

The causes of population decline in Amoonguna and the failure of the settlement were many. 

For example, there was no means of regular transportation between the settlement and the 

town and the 28-kilometre round trip to the town was very discouraging for those who wanted to 

visit the town. Second, mixing of various tribal groups in the settlement without the necessary 

opportunity for maintaining social distances caused endless fights and trouble which 

discouraged many families from living in the settlement. Third, the aluminium Kingstrand 

houses, with no water or electricity, fireplace or furniture inside them were unsuitable for 

protection against the excessive heat of the Central Australian long summer sun. They became 

what the people called ‘bloody fire boxes’ (Young and Drakakis-Smith, 1978:13).

In central Australia by 1965, in addition to two mission settlements at Hermannsburg and Santa 

Teresa, there were six government settlements and communities at Jay Creek, Amoonguna, 

Papunya (and its Haast Bluff cattle project), Areyonga, Warrabri and Yuendumu with an 

Aboriginal population of 4,086 persons (Long, 1970:200). The stated objective of these 

settlements was to house the Aboriginal people in segregated communities, provide them with 

some employment and medical facilities, educate the children and make the people learn the 

European way of living and be ready to be assimilated into the wider Australian community.

3.6 The post-war development of Alice Springs

During World War 2, the Northern Territory became a war zone. The Allied forces established a 

base in Alice Springs and work on the highway from Alice Springs to Darrin begun. These 

activities boosted the population of Alice Springs town. The population of the town had risen 

from 200 (European) in 1932 to a total of 1,871 in 1941 (Heppell and Wigley, 1981:1). The 

number of mixed descent Aborigines was reported as 300 in 1944 and apparently the full- 

descent Aborigines did not form a resident group in the town itself (Harvey, 1946).

5 Kingstrand aluminium sheets were used without insulation to built at about 51 unfurnished housing units.
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During the 1960s, the population of the town increased considerably. It took 20 years from 1941 

to 1961 for the population to double, but in only 10 years from 1961 to 1971 it almost tripled to 

about 11,200 persons. The tempo of population growth continued into the 1980s. The total 

population of the town reached 18,395 in 1981 including 2,974 Aborigines and 22,759 in 1986 

which includes a total of 3,435 Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders (ABS, 1988b:26).

The reasons for this continued high rate of population growth, at various paces, have been the 

recognition of Alice Springs location as an important place for the strategic defence information 

gathering systems for which the Pine Gap Space Research Facility was established during the 

1960s, 19 kilometres to the southwest of the town; the expansion of the commonwealth and 

state government administration activities in the centre and the growing attraction of Central 

Australia as a major tourist centre for national and international visitors.

The American employees of the Pine Gap Base are housed in Alice Springs town; this has 

increased the demand for quality housing, consumer goods and services. The increase in 

government activities has considerably expanded local employment, and with the funds it has 

spent on various projects especially for welfare, housing and other purposes, the demand for 

goods and services of the private industrial sector has increased; while has boosted the local 

economy. Tourism is a fast-growing industry in Alice Springs; it brings more and more people 

and money to the centre each year. The development of air transportation, and holiday 

packages and better coach facilities, give a real boost to this industry which has resulted in the 

construction of better accommodation and recreation facilities in the town and at major tourist 

sites in the centre. The expansion of tourism has also increased the demand for Aboriginal art 

and cultural artifacts. The reflection of Aboriginal culture in tourist advertising materials is 

playing a role in attracting more and more visitors from all over the world especially the United 

States, Japan, and Europe as well as Australian tourists.
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The development process, as outlined above, converted the tiny out-back and forgotten Alice 

Springs of the 1930s and former years into the present modem town flourishing in the ‘big silent 

centre’, which is not silent anymore and could hardly be described as frontier country any 

longer.

3.7 Consequences of growing contact on the Aboriginal population

More than a century of European intervention and settlement in central Australia has left its 

stamp on virtually all aspects of Aboriginal society in the region. This section briefly reviews 

some documented demographic, social and economic changes which occurred during this 

period.

3.7.1 The effects on size and spatial distribution of the Aboriginal population 

The growing contacts of the Aboriginal population with the newcomers resulted in changes in 

the size, spatial distribution, ethnic composition and trends in demographic parameters of the 

Aboriginal population of central Australia in a way that could not have been expected to happen, 

had the traditional Aboriginal society continued undisturbed. Long (1964:73), describing 

Aboriginal communities in Papunya and Haast Bluff to the west of Alice Springs, writes that in 

the decades of European settlement from the 1870s and pastoral occupation from the 1880s, 

contacts with the Europeans drastically reduced the size of the Aboriginal population. As for the 

causes of this decline in population size, he mentions the neglect of the physical needs of those 

who abandoned their bush life. Long (1964:75) writes that The people of the Haast Bluff Range 

area, sometimes called Kukatja, have largely disappeared from the area, having died out or 

gone to live at Hermannsburg or on the cattle stations to the east’. Even in the fifteen years prior 

to 1964, no rapid population increase was observed (Long, 1964: 73).

Punitive expeditions played an important part in reducing the size of the Aboriginal population of 

the area and forcing them to move to other territories. For example, as reprisal for the killing of 

the telegraph station officer-in-charge and a lineman on the 22nd of February 1874 at Barrow 

Creek,
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A punitive party of police and white bushmen was sent out to avenge the dead men. They ranged 
over thousands of square miles of country then inhabited only by aborigines and shot every one 
they found-men, women and children (Blackwell and Lockwood, 1965:55-56).

In 1928, the murder of a European dingo scalp collector at Coniston station caused a reprisal by 

the police in which between 60 and 100 Warlpiri and Anmatyerre Aboriginal people were killed 

(Young.1981:59-60). This second case resulted in the dispersion of the Warlpiri and Anmatyerre 

people from the eastern Warlpiri country to their western and northern neighbouring areas of 

the Tanami Desert. These examples refer only to extreme cases, not the more casual murders 

which went unremarked at the frontier.

During the late 1930s three main Aboriginal communities had developed in central Australia, 

namely the Hermannsburg mission, the Arltunga Catholic mission (later at Santa Teresa) and a 

mission at Jay Creek. It should also be mentioned that an Aboriginal camp grew up at Alice 

Springs old telegraph station where there was a government institution for the half-caste 

Aboriginal children, the Bungalow. As mentioned before, from the late 1940s to the 1960s, 

government settlements were created and Aboriginal people were encouraged or forced to 

move to them from various places including cattle stations. Though it left many Aborigines who 

lived on the cattle stations as they were, because pastoralists needed cheap Aboriginal labour, 

it was the policy of the Welfare Branch to reorganize the settlement pattern of the Aboriginal 

people and to make sure that they lived in designated communities on the reserves or cattle 

stations. It also housed a select number of mixed-descent Aborigines in urban welfare housing. 

As a result of this deliberate population resettlement policy, the current pattern of Aboriginal 

population settlement in central Australia was established. The total number of the Aboriginal 

population on missions and settlements in central Australia increased from under 1,000 in 1950 

to 6,200 in 1971. By 1971, about 1,850 Aborigines also lived in Alice Springs town , mostly in 

the Housing Commission and Welfare houses and a minority in town camps (fringe-camps); 

while another 1,200 lived on cattle stations (Collmann, 1979:40). By the 1960s, in the Alice 

Springs area there were probably no Aborigines still supporting themselves independently of the 

European community by hunting and gathering (Long, 1964:72). This shows the completion of a 

process begun by the first stocking of the land around waterholes of the area during the 1870s.
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Thus, a basically nomadic hunter and gatherer people, roaming for centuries in traditionally well 

demarcated areas, was institutionalized and became sedentary, relying largely on the welfare 

services for survival.

3.7.2 The emergence of the mixed descent population

It was recorded above (3.4.4) that as early as in the late 1890s, there were about 200 Chinese 

and European miners working in the Arltunga gold mines, all of them men. These miners had 

contact with the Aboriginal women who camped with their families near the fields; the situation 

was similar everywhere in the centre, particularly because of the large sex imbalance among 

the immigrants and workers. In the year 1901 for 143 European men there were only 16 

European women in the centre. According to Love (1915:21-22):

The woman in a blacks' camp has no possibility of a life of virtue...there is no limit to the white man, 
and I believe I am not exaggerating when I say that probably every gin in any blacks’ camp in the 

interior is at the disposal of any passing traveller for the price of a stick of tobacco or a piece of 

damper. One cannot blame the blacks. Ufe is never too easy for them, and frequently food is hard 

to obtain. The white man has flour, tea, sugar, and above all, tobacco, and perhaps some spare 

clothing and a few yards of Turkey twill. The gin sees no wrong in obtaining the coveted luxuries 

easily...

Rowley (1970: 215), discussing the practice of encouraging the prospectors, before 1913, by 

giving them money and rations to go to the interior, mentioned that many would go to places 

where a tribe of ‘black gins’ was waiting for them. As a result, as early as 1912 in the Alice 

Springs district alone the number of half-caste children under the apparent age of 15 years was 

estimated at 119 (Love, 1915:21); of quadroons, the children of half-caste mothers and white 

fathers, 21. Love adds that these numbers refer only to the Aborigines in contact with the 

Europeans. This clergyman was disturbed by the fact that

At times one is startled to find, in a blacks' camp, children with white skins and golden hair...it 
seems particularly painful that these children should be growing up to the life of the camps-in a 

word, white savages (Love, 1915:21).

The existence of the half-caste children in the black camps attracted much attention. The 

opinion of Spencer, as quoted by Long (1971), in this regard is worth noting. Long says that 

Professor Baldwin Spencer, as special Commissioner and Chief protector of the Aborigines,

recommended in 1913 that:
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no half-caste child should be allowed to remain in any native camp and that all such children should 

be placed on stations...on the other hand he rejected that they should be segregated into one or two 

special training institutions, because he felt certain that the white population as a whole will never 
mix with half-castes (Long, 1971:189-190).

Because of such concerns and the fact that the number of ‘half-castes’ was increasing, the 

government started to remove the light-skinned children from their mothers in the camps and 

commit them to institutions. In 1908 the Protector of Aborigines in the Territory recorded 99 

names on the Register of Half-Castes. By 1911, the figure was 280 in a total non-Aboriginal 

population of 3,310; in 1921 the estimate was 482 and in 1933 the figure reached 743 (Long, 

1971:189). The official count in 1940 was 913 and in 1953 a rough estimate was 2,000. The 

increase in mixed-descent population over these years in the Territory continued despite the 

laws prohibiting cohabitation of the Europeans with Aboriginal women. But, as Long pointed out, 

the increase was because the mixed-descent Aborigines were having children. The fact that the 

population of mixed descent was fast increasing, was considered by the administration to be a 

problem.

The arrangements for establishing an institution for half-caste children in the town of Stuart (now 

Alice Springs) were made when, in 1915, an Aboriginal mother with her seven mixed-descent 

children moved in from Arltunga mining town (Heppell and Wigley, 1981:15). The Alice Springs 

schoolmistress, who was appointed by the South Australian Education Department, was also in 

charge of the institution known as the Bungalow which, by 1923, housed about 60 half-caste 

children. The institution was accommodated in a tin shed and, in 1927, Madigan (1944:70) 

noticed that the children in the institution, which was run by the government, slept at nights 

under the trees, unless there was rain, and attended the school for an hour and a half in the 

afternoons. At the institution, the elder girls did all the cooking and cleaning. According to the 

rule enforced by Sergeant Stott, the Police Officer and Protector of Aborigines, the children took 

their fathers’ names according to their mothers’ information. The institution became the only 

known home for the half-caste children.

Here they grew up till they could get employment on the stations; and here the girls returned when 

it was time to add to the population of the ‘bung’ as this 'bungalow' was called (Madigan, 1944:69).
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After the transfer of the Alice Springs telegraph station, which was seven kilometres away from 

the town centre, to its new location inside the town, the Welfare Department took over the 

premises of the old Station and moved the Bungalow institution into them. In 1939, the 

population of the Bungalow was 120 children and 14 adults (Stone, 1974: 181). With the 

bombing of Darwin in 1942, the Bungalow, as an educational institution, was closed and all 

residents were sent to Balaclava in South Australia. The old telegraph station premises were 

transferred by the Army to house the Aboriginal labourers working on the Alice Springs-Darwin 

highway. In 1945, the mixed-descent children were placed in St Mary’s school in town and the 

old Station became a reserve for the full-descent Aborigines, officially for '...only those natives 

authorized to be within the prohibited area of Alice Springs’ (Heppell and Wigley, 1981:16).

By 1944, there were 300 Aborigines of mixed descent in Alice Springs town including people of 

Chinese-Aboriginal and Afghan-Aboriginal descent (Rowley, 1976:35-36) thus forming a sizable 

residential group, who in the absence of full descent Aborigines in the town during the war 

became the targets of racial prejudice with the insistence of the local European community on 

segregated housing, and pressure for separate schooling (Rowley, 1976:37) as was practised in 

other states for mixed descent Aborigines.

According to the data collected by Harvey in 1944, most of the mixed descent Aborigines were 

employed in various occupations such as stockmen on award wages,municipal labourers also 

on award wages, drovers, truck drivers, miners, carriers, shop assistants and the like, and in the 

armed services. There were ten pastoralists including owners and part-owners, who inherited 

properties from their European parents. There were 25 employed women mainly in domestic or 

cleaning work who were mostly deserted wives, widows, and unmarried mothers (Rowley, 

1976:36). Collmann says (1979:43) '...in general whites considered part-Aborigines more 

valuable as workers and clients than other Aborigines. Consequently, they usually had a greater 

range of opportunities available...than most "full-blood" aborigines’.
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In 1965 a survey of the mixed descent population of Alice Springs was carried out by Alta 

Gordon. Of the total 6,000 population of the town at the time, she reported the size of the mixed 

descent population as 900 persons against the official figure of 520 in 1964 (Rowley, 1976:38). 

With the high mobility of the European population of the town, many of whom were on short 

contracts, Gordon regarded the people of Aboriginal descent to be the ‘most stable element’.

3.7.3 The development of Aboriginal town-camps in Alice Springs 

As observed in earlier sections, the present Alice Springs area was an important place for the 

Arrernte people. Their sacred sites were located in this area and it served as a sanctuary for the 

wildlife of the surrounding environs. The place was also used as a gathering location for very 

important ceremonial and religious purposes. Although the Aboriginal nomadic hunting and 

gathering way of life generally precluded any permanent settlement in a specific place, the 

available evidence suggest that as early as at the turn of the century, after the stocking of the 

best surrounding pastoral lands and occupation of the waterholes, the Aboriginal groups were 

camped at Alice Springs on a fairly permanent basis. Their number, estimated at about 150 in 

1899 (Blackwell, 1965:52), was many times larger than that of the Europeans working in the 

telegraph station or living in the adjoining Stuart town on the bank of the River Todd (now Alice 

Springs). This situation continued and even the colonial officials were referring to the permanent 

camping of a large number of Aborigines, 120-140 persons, in Alice Springs in 1914 (Heppell 

and Wigley, 1981:7). Plawman (1934) acknowledged the presence of many Arrernte-speaking 

people in late 1920s. The existence of a permanent Aboriginal camp along the Todd River near 

the telegraph station, throughout the early decades of this century, was acknowledged by 

Blackwell (1965), who was living in Alice Springs during that period. She refers to the 

recruitment of some workers and domestics from this camp by the station staff. Apparently after 

the arrival of the railway and the transfer of the telegraph station to the town, the people in this 

camp were taken to Hermannsburg (Heppell and Wigley, 1981:17). The reason for this transfer 

appears to be fear of the moral and physical threat the railway workers posed, especially to the 

Aboriginal women (Collmann, 1979:47).
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After the development of the Bungalow, many Aboriginal parents, who did not want to be parted 

from their children, camped nearby, and therefore a permanent Aboriginal camp grew up around 

the old telegraph station; there were also short-term visitors to the town who lived in this camp. 

Collmann (1979:47) refers to an Aboriginal camp called tjuritja during the 1930s and early 1940s 

between the western boundary of the Bungalow reserve and eastern areas of the Charles River; 

during the war its administration was handed over to the Catholic Church. This camp was first 

removed from Alice Springs to Arltunga and then was granted a lease in Santa Teresa, about 

290 kilometres to the southeast of Alice Springs.

As noted above, during World War 2 the old telegraph station buildings were used as an 

Aboriginal labour camp by the Army; after the war in 1945 the area was declared an Aboriginal 

reserve for full descent Aborigines. During this time relatives who accompanied patients to the 

hospital and visitors to the town as well as those with employment and authority to be in the 

area of Alice Springs used to reside in the telegraph station reserve. The population of the 

reserve reached 386 by 1960, which aroused much criticism from the European community and 

organizations in the town (Heppell and Wigley, 1981:16). The Bungalow reserve was first 

administered by the Native Affairs Branch and then, after 1953, by the Welfare Branch. Some 

Aboriginal people were camping in the hills surrounding Alice Springs; many of them were those 

who refused to live in the Bungalow reserve, though as wards they were legally obliged to have 

the administration’s permission to live outside the reserve (Collmann, 1979:49).

When the Bungalow reserve was relocated by the Welfare Branch to the new settlement in 

Amoonguna in 1961 by the Welfare Branch, many people refused to move from the town and its 

immediate environs. People also drifted back from the Amoonguna settlement and established 

new camps (Collmann, 1979:50). These people were joined in the late 1960s and early 1970s 

by those expelled from the cattle stations, after the introduction of award wages in 1968 

(Drakakis-Smith, 1981:42).
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The population of the town camps was increased by the addition of those mixed descents 

evicted by the Welfare Branch from the town houses for failing, according to the Welfare 

Branch, to maintain a life-style consistent with the assimilation policy (Collmann, 1979:50). In 

1965 about 109 part-Aboriginal households were living in various types of housing in the town 

(Rowley, 1976:40). There were some Aborigines who refused ever to move to town houses 

though they had the right to live in the urban area and were eligible for welfare houses. The 

reason for this refusal, according to Collmann (1979:50), was to stay out of the Welfare Branch 

control.

During 1974-1976, the number of town camps was at least fifteen, ranging from very small 

camps of only a few occupants to a camp with 60 people, with total population between 200 

and 500 persons (Collmann, 1979: 51). Most of the camps had emerged after 1953 and 

according to Collmann (1979: 50)

...the Aborigines who became fringe-dwellers after 1953 did so as a result of the conditions created 

by the increased power and structural involvement of the welfare apparatus in their everyday 

lives...What is significant about the camps is that they create conditions which enable some 
Aborigines to manipulate the content and pattem of their relationship with whites and thereby, 
partially control the effects of their dependence upon them.

Until granting of leases to some of the camps, no facilities such as water and electricity were 

extended to them despite the fact that some of the camps had been in existence for over 30 

years (Heppell and Wigley, 1981:11). In a submission to the Senate Standing Committee on 

Social Environment, the Northern Territory Administration stated that '...while it is necessary to 

ensure adequate health and hygiene services and basic shelter, this should not represent an 

encouragement to permanent residence’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 1971-76:152). Despite 

this official position which reflected the popular view of the European community of Alice 

Springs that ‘permanent life in fringe camps is no basis for acceptance within the wider 

community’ (Payne and Ford, 1972) the town-camps remained and steadily grew because they 

were not occupied mostly by 'itinerant Aborigines visiting town for a holiday or for medical 

attention’ (Payne and Ford, 1972). According to Heppell and Wigley (1981:14):

Town campers are people who have largely rejected the European suburban way of life, desire to 

live in small closely knit homogeneous groups which exalt certain human values above those held



and expected by white society (such as kinship obligations) and, above ail, want to pursue their 
chosen lifestyle away from any possible interference by outsiders who little understand the values 

and aspirations of the town campers.
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Town-campers had available to them a relatively wide range of opportunities. According to 

Collmann (1979:51) they all maintained links with both the urban and rural contexts and an 

ultimately more significant benefit from living in Alice Springs was, especially before 1974 when 

many rural Aborigines did not have access to social security benefits, the privileged access to 

social security pensions. During Collmann’s field work, 1974-1976, the core of every camp was 

a group of pensioners (Collmann, 1979: 51).

By the early 1970s, during the long process of expansion of Alice Springs, the living conditions 

in the town camps had not improved. The residents were not in a position to improve their 

conditions because the erection of any permanent utility on crown land was forbidden by law. 

The unsuccessful attempts to remove the town camps and the appalling conditions in them 

resulted in limited attempts to provide some basic services, but

By the end of 1975, all that had been provided for the many permanent homeless Aboriginal people 

living in and around Alice Springs were a few ablution blocks and five units built at Charles River 
(Heppell and Wigley, 1981:106).

In 1974, Judge Woodward, the Commonwealth appointed Land Rights Commissioner, in his 

second report, recommended that urban Aborigines who were unable to seek land on the basis 

of traditional ownership should be able to seek land on the basis of need (Heppell and Wigley, 

1981: 92). In 1976, the Northern Territory Land Rights Bill was passed by Parliament and it was 

proclaimed in January 1977.

The first lease for a town camp was granted on 11 June 1973 for the Little Sisters (now 

Inarlenge) camp but the lack of sufficient funds for the development of the camp resulted in 

construction of only two ablution blocks and extension of water and electricity to them (Heppell 

and Wigley, 1981: 90). In fact, the housing program and provision of facilities for the town 

campers was largely started in 1976 from Mount Nancy camp. It took over two years, from the
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date of initial application for the lease on 27 February 1974 to final approval on 15 April 1976, 

for the Northern Territory Government to process and grant a lease for the Mount Nancy camp.

In April 1974, a committee called Tangentyere Association was formed with the initiative of the 

Department of Aboriginal Affairs to assist the camp communities to obtain leases and improve 

general living conditions in the camps. For several years it did not achieve much and was 

inactive because it did not have a strong community base but in 1977 Tangentyere 

recommenced its activities and some camps were provided, in this year, with essential services. 

The growing involvement of the representatives from various town camps in running the 

Association and growing interest in land rights are the keys to the success of this Association 

which is now called the Tangentyere Council Inc. and represents 16 camp Housing Associations 

and Aboriginal Community Corporations. The Council not only is involved in designing the 

houses and the building program for all the town camp leases but it provides the delivery of 

essential services to most of the town camps and works as an umbrella organization for all of 

them. The Tangentyere Council is funded by the Commonwealth Government. By June 1987 

the housing program had been extended to 16 camps in and around the town where 

considerable development has occurred during the last ten years; but there are still at least nine 

more permanent camp sites without secure lease titles; for detailed information on housing 

conditions and facilities in Alice Springs town-camps see Chapter 8.

In May 1987, about 1,200 persons were living in 25 Alice Springs town-camps. According to the 

1986 Census results, this forms about 34 per cent of the total Aboriginal population of Alice 

Springs. Some argued (Heppell and Wigley, 1981:9-10) that Aboriginal urban dwellers and 

town-campers in Alice Springs form two socio-cultural and economiclly distinctive groups. A 

comparative analysis of the socio-economic and demographic characteristics of the town- 

campers and Aboriginal urban dwellers in Alice Springs is carried out, wherever possible, in the 

next chapters.
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Map 3.2: Location of Alice Springs town camps, May 1987



Chapter 4

Aboriginal Mortality in Central Australia 

4.1 Introduction

In this chapter as well as in the subsequent chapter on fertility, the scope of the study is 

extended beyond Alice Springs to cover major Aboriginal population centres in the whole area 

of Central Australia, from the 20th parallel in the north to the South Australian border in the 

South. It should be mentioned that this is the area served by the District Registrar of Births, 

Deaths and Marriages in Alice Springs and also approximately the same area served by the 

Northern Territory Department of Health Regional Office in Alice Springs. The reason for the 

extension of the geographical coverage of the study is a technical one: meaningful mortality and 

fertility studies, which require the breaking up of the data by sex, age groups and other 

characteristics such as causes of death, cannot be carried out on a small population. 

Furthermore, with a common history (see Chapter 3) and continuous very strong interactions 

and migration movements (see Chapter 7), the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs is an 

integral part of the whole Central Australian Aboriginal population. Hence, with common 

characteristics, mortality observations from this extended geographical area will be also valid for 

Alice Springs alone.

There are many reasons for undertaking mortality analysis of the Central Australian Aborigines: 

first, the story of Aboriginal demography in Alice Springs would not be complete without an 

understanding of the population’s mortality regime and its trend which, in conjunction with 

fertility behaviour, directly affects the size and age distribution of the population and reflects the 

health status and well-being of the people.
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Second, up till now a comprehensive mortality analysis of the Aboriginal people living in the vast 

areas of Central Australia has not been conducted; most of the studies have been concentrated 

on the state level. Meanwhile the mortality conditions of the total Aboriginal population of the 

Northern Territory may not necessarily completely reflect the mortality regime which prevails in 

Central Australia.

Third, a longitudinal study of Aboriginal mortality in the region will enable us to assess the 

trends in mortality indices and thus will provide necessary tools for evaluation of the health 

intervention programs. This is the first analysis of Aboriginal mortality data for a long period from 

the same geographic area using the same data source. Previous studies on Aboriginal mortality 

e.g. Hicks (1985) in Western Australia, 1983 and Thomson and Smith (1985) in New South 

Wales country regions, 1980-1981 mainly focused on mortality conditions in a particular year or 

period. A very recent work on Aboriginal mortality, covering the total Northern Territory (Plant, 

1988) did not study the trends in the causes of death and how they affect the survivorship of the 

Aboriginal people.

Finally, it was mentioned in the first chapter that study of Aboriginal mortality in Central Australia 

is a research priority for those organizations responsible for the delivery of the health care 

sen/ices for the Aboriginal people in the region, especially in the case of the health services 

provided by the Centra! Australian Aboriginal Congress. A comprehensive mortality study will 

define the health status of the people in terms of mortality measurements and provide a guide to 

intervention strategies.

4.2 Sources of Data

4.2.1 Mortality Data

I was granted access to birth and death registers by arrangement with the Registrar of Births, 

Deaths and Marriages, Darwin. In neither set of records is the Aboriginality of the deceased 

mentioned; therefore, to distinguish Aboriginal deaths, every individual record has to be verified 

by the help of variables such as name, type of marriage, reporting authority, place of residence
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and others. By this process information on 1,253 Aboriginal deaths was obtained for the years 

1975-1986.

The collected information includes date of the event, age of the deceased at the time of death, 

sex, place of residence and full details of causes of death reported in the Medical Certificate of 

Death in accordance with the recommendations of the Ninth Revision (1975) of the International 

Classification of Diseases and Causes of Death ‘ICD’ (World Health Organization, 1977). The 

collected information was subsequently coded and transcribed to computer using the NT 

Department of Health coding scheme (1984) for places of residence, and for causes of death, 

the ICD codes. All of the causes of death which appear on the death records were coded and 

transcribed to computer. However, the underlying cause of death for each individual record was 

used in the following analysis.

Not all of the 1,253 Aboriginal death events obtained for the years 1975-86, in all of the 

Aboriginal communities in Central Australia, are used in the estimates of Aboriginal mortality 

rates produced here. The use of a particular community’s data in a particular year or period was 

mainly dictated by the availability of the population figures for the communities under study. 

Nevertheless, in the analysis where the population figures were not involved, all of the death 

events were utilized. Numbers of deaths by age and sex for the periods 1975-77 for eight major 

Aboriginal communities are presented in Table 4-18 and for the periods 1979-1983 and 1984- 

1986 for 12 major Aboriginal communities (described in subsection 2.2 below) are presented in 

Table 4-19 and Table 4-20. For the purpose of comparison, the total Northern Territory deaths 

by age and sex and cause of death published by the Australian Bureau of Statistics were 

utilized (ABS, 1987a).

4.2.2 The Population

The ABS Population Censuses of 1976, 1981 and 1986 furnish basic population data for this 

study. The returns of these censuses related to the major Aboriginal communities in Central 

Australia were used to estimate the Aboriginal population by age and sex for the intermediate
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years. From the 1976 Census separate statistics were published by the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics for the following eight population centres: Alice Springs, Amoonguna, Areyonga, 

Hermannsburg, Papunya, Santa Teresa, Yuendumu and Docker River (ABS, 1976 Census, 

Aboriginal Summary Data Table 4-6, N.T.). From the 1981 Census, separate statistics are 

available for the Aboriginal populations in 12 centres, Alice Springs, Amoonguna, Areyonga, 

Hermannsburg, Papunya, Santa Teresa, Ti Tree, Warrabri, Willowra, Yuendumu, Utopia and 

Docker River (ABS, 1981 Census: N.T. Table CAB01). To be comparable with the 1981 

Census, the Aboriginal population data by age and sex for these 12 communities from the 1986 

Census are also used (ABS, 1986 Census: N.T. Table CA0073). By a process of linear 

interpolation (McGirr and Pinal, 1986: A-61 to A-64) population figures were estimated by age 

and sex for the aggregate of eight communities for the years 1977 to 1980 and for the 

aggregate of 12 communities for the years 1982 to 1985 (Tables 4-18 to 4-20).

4.3 Analytical Approach

Since the number of deaths is small in a single year for the communities understudy (they vary 

from 22 to 49 for a particular sex in a single year), it was necessary to avoid zero cells in an 

age-sex distribution of deaths by using aggregates of three years in the analysis.

To study mortality levels, patterns and age-sex differentials, crude death rates as well as age- 

specific mortality rates (Table 4-17) and cause-specific mortality rates are computed for each 

sex (Tables 3, 4 and 5) and abridged life tables were generated (Table 4-11 to Table 4-16). For 

estimating iq 0 and 4qi from iM 0 and 4M1 and for estimating 1U  and 4L1 from iq0 and 4qi, the 

Coale-Demeny (1966) West region death separation factors are used. Misreporting of age data 

and small number of deaths resulted in age-specific mortality rates not smooth enough to 

provide smooth life tables. Therefore, a process of graduation was applied on the observed

mortality probabilities in age groups 0-1, 1-5, 5-10, 10-15....75+ by the use of an eight-

parameter formula (Heligman and Pollard, 1980):
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(x + B)C -E(lnx-lnF)2 GHX
iqx = a + d + ----------------

1 + GHX

where iqx is the probability of dying in exact age x before reaching exact age 1 +x, and A, 

are parameters to be estimated. A least square method was applied to minimize the sum of 

squares of the proportional differences of the fitted from the observed mortality probabilities, 

after regrouping into age groups 0-1, 1-5, 5-10, 10-15,... and a smoothed set of nqx values and 

single year iqx values which aggregated to the smoothed nqx values. In order to derive the 

fitted mortality probabilities a computer application of this procedure UNABR (United Nations, 

1988:111-114) was applied. To make sure the fitted life table agreed with the observed level of 

mortality, the graduated nMx values from the resultant fitted life table were then applied on the 

age distribution of the study population in order to get the expected number of deaths. The ratio 

of the observed number of deaths and expected deaths was then multiplied to the graduated 

nMx values and the resultant adjusted nMx values were then used to generate a final adjusted 

life table (Tables 4-11 to 4-16).

For comparative purposes indices such as standardized death rates, age and cause-specific 

mortality rates and temporary expectations of life (nEx) were used. Wherever required, 

comparisons are made with the non-Aboriginal population and the total population of the 

Northern Territory, and the total population of Australia. For this purpose, abridged life tables 

were computed for the 1986 total Northern Territory males and females. To make comparisons 

sound, standardized mortality rates and ratios were computed for the total Northern Territory 

and the total Australia population (Tables 4-1 and 4-6). Given the relatively small number of 

deaths in the study population, an indirect standardization technique was used, applying the 

Northern Territory and Total Australia mortality rates to the age distribution of the Aboriginal 

population in Central Australia.

Cause Specific Aboriginal Death Rates in 1984-86 for males and females were compared with 

the total Northern Territory population and the relative risk of Aboriginal death by various
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causes, the ratio of the Aboriginal rate to the total Northern Territory standardized rate, was 

determined and the excess risks were derived by subtracting the total Northern Territory 

standardized death rates from the Aboriginal rates and the proportions of excess risks by each 

major cause are shown (Table 4-6).

Trends in Aboriginal cause-specific mortality have been studied by comparing mortality indices 

for the periods 1975-77, 1978-80, 1981-83 and 1984-86. For this purpose standardized cause- 

specific mortality rates for the periods mentioned have been calculated taking as standard the 

age structure of the Central Australian Aboriginal population in 1984-86 (Tables 4-4 and 4-5). In 

order to compare the findings on Aboriginal mortality in Central Australia with the results of 

other studies (e.g. Plant, 1988; Devanesen et al., 1986), tabulations from the present study 

were produced for the period 1979-83 as well.

Improvements in cause-specific mortality of the Aboriginal population of the Central Australia 

over the period 1975-77 to 1984-86 are also examined. This was done by calculating the 

contribution of the various causes of death, 17 classes of the ICD classifications (WHO, 1977), 

to the improvement in expectation of life (Pollard, 1982:225-240; 1983:427-442; 1986:1-17) 

during the reference period both for males and the females (Tables 4-7 and 4-8). The changes 

in expectation of life at a particular age group over the period 1975-77 and 1984-86 are 

expressed as a weighted sum of the changes over the period of all-cause mortality rates at al! 

subsequent ages.

The improvement in the expectation of life at birth over the study period from 1975-77 (denoted 

‘a’) to 1984-86 (denoted ‘b’) is therefore, by Pollard’s (1983:431-432) formulation

e00b-e00a = Wo.5(lQc>a- lQob) + W3(4Q ia - 4Q-|b) + W7.5(5Qsa - 505b) + W-|2.5(5Ql0a * 5Q 10b) + ....

where

Wt = 0.5[(xpoa#eoob) + (xpob*e00a)],

and
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xPo = ------------------
Io

The force of mortality, or instantaneous mortality rate at any age x in a population, is denoted by 

p x, and defined (Pollard, 1983:431-432) as:

X

Mx = j ytdt
o

For computational convenience
n

nQx - J  JJx+t dt 
o

and for numerical evaluation purposes,

nQx = -lx (Ix+rv'lx)

which, in fact is the sum of the force of mortality at a particular age for all the various causes. 

As a result, the contribution of the various causes of death and age groups to the overall 

change in expectation of life can be determined from the same weighted sum formula presented 

above (Pollard, 1986:3).

4.4 Findings

4.4.1 Mortality levels

Analysis of Aboriginal death records from 1975 to 1986 in central Australia suggests that 

Aboriginal mortality is steadily declining. The decline is exhibited in the gain in expectation of life 

at birth from 1975-77 to 1984-86 for Aboriginal males which was found to be more than five 

calendar years and for Aboriginal females during the same period, which was about four years. 

The study also shows that the gap between male and female expectation of life at birth which 

was recorded as about 14 years during the period 1975-77, is perhaps closing; during 1984-86 

the gap was about 13 years. The effects of various causes of death in the improvement in 

Aboriginal mortality are examined in the subsequent subsections.

ix



Figure 4.1: Trend of expectation of life at birth, 
Aborigines of Central Australia
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In spite of these improvements over the last 10 years, the level of Aboriginal mortality in Central 

Australia is still much higher than that of the total population of the Northern Territory or the total 

population of Australia. The Aboriginal crude death rates are found to be up to three times 

higher than the standardized rates for the total population of Australia in 1986 (Table 4-1). 

Compared to the total Northern Territory maies and females in 1986, the Central Australian 

Aboriginal mortality rates are respectively higher by more than 2.6 and 2 times (Table 4-1). 

Similarly, the expectation of life at birth for the Aborigines of Central Australia is up to 17 years 

less than that of the population of the Northern Territory as a whole and up to 20 years less 

than that of the total population of Australia.

Figure 4.2: Levels of the Aboriginal expectations of life at birth in Central Australia 
compared to those of other populations, 1984-86

80 -I

i  60
-Q

73
£

vIi5 20

■  Males 
0  Females

0



T a b le  4 - 1 :  Crude death rates1, for the Aboriginals of Central Australia  ̂compared with the 
total Northern Territory and Australia, by sex
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1975-77 1979-83 1984-86

C e n t r a l  A u s t r a l i a  
A b o r ig in e s
C ru d e  D e a th  R a tes:

- P ersons 13.0 11.0 9.0
- M a le s 16.8 13.2 11.2
- F e m a le s 9.6 8.9 6.9

D iffe re n ce 7.2 4.3 4.3
E xp e c ta tio n s  o f life a t birth (years ):

- M a le s 47.26 51.21 52.39
- F e m a le s 61.32 62.99 65.08

NT A b o r ig in e s 3  e °0
- M a les - 51.32 54.7

- F e m a le s - 58.16 62.2
A u s t r a l i a ^
( T o t a l  p o p u la t io n  1 9 8 6 )  

(a ) O b s e rv e d  C D R s :

- M a le s - - 7.8
-  F e m a le s - - 6.6

D iffe re n ce - - 1.2
(b ) S ta n d a rd iz e d 5  C D R s :

- M a le s - - 3.9
-  F e m a le s - - 2.8

D iffe re n ce - - 1.1
(c) S ta n d a rd iz e d  M ortality  R atio6;

-  M a le s - - 287
- F e m a le s - - 246

E xp e c ta tio n s  of life a t birth (years ):

- M a le s - - 72.77
-  F e m a le s - - 79.13

N o r t h e r n  T e r r i t o r y  
( T o t a l  p o p u la t io n  1 9 8 6 )  

(a ) O b s e rv e d  C D R s :

- M a le - - 5.3
- F e m a le s - - 3.3

D iffe re n ce - - 2.0
(b ) S ta n d a rd iz e d  C D R s :

- M a le s - - 4.1
- F e m a le s - - 3.2

D iffe re n ce - - 0.9
(c) S ta n d a rd iz e d  M o rta lity  R atio:

- M a le s - - 273
- F e m a le s - - 216
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T a b le  4 - 1  (cont.): Crude death rates1, for the Aboriginals of Central Australia^ compared with 
the total Northern Territory and Australia, by sex

1975-77 1979-33 1984-86

Expectations of life at birth (years):
- Males - - 69.29
- Females - - 76.37

1 Rates are deaths per 1000 population.
c For 1975-77, Central Australia (areas between parallels 20 and 26 in the Northern Territory) includes 8 major 
Aboriginal population centres; Alice Springs, Amoonguna, Areyonga, Hermannsburg, Papunya, Santa Teresa, 
Yuendumu and Docker River. For the periods 1979-83 and 1984-86 the data cover 12 major Aboriginal population 
centres; Alice Springs, Amoonguna, Areyonga, Hermannsburg, Papunya, Santa Teresa, Ti Tree, Warrabri (Ali Curung), 
Willowra, Yuendumu, Utopia and Docker River.
3 Data for 1979-83 period from Plant (1988:69-70) and data for 1984-86 from Gray (1988).
4 Observed crude death rates for Australia from Australian Bureau of Statistics 1987:7. Basic mortality data for Northern 
Territory from ABS, 1987:11,and population data from ABS, Census 86, NT, Table CA0001.
5 Indirectly standardized crude death rates for Australia (1986) and Total Northern Territory (1986) based on the age 

Structure of the Central Australian Aboriginal population.
t> Standardized crude death rates tor Australia and total Northern Territory=100.

4.4.2 Age-Specific Mortality Rates

The study shows (Table 4-3) that in Central Australia the infant mortality rate for Aboriginal 

males during the period 1984-86 was about 35 and for females about 29 per thousand live 

births. These figures are consistent with the rates produced by other studies for the total 

Aboriginal population of the Northern Territory (Plant, 1988:33) where infant mortality rates 

ranging from 51.1 for 1979 to 36.6 in 1983 for both sexes combined were found.

Relative risk of mortality for Aborigines of Central Australia, as Table 4-3 shows, is substantially 

higher in all ages than those exhibited by the total population of Australia. For example, the 

relative risk of mortality for Aboriginal male infants is 3.5 times and for the Aboriginal female 

infants 3.7 times the rates exhibited by the total population of Australia. The table also reveals 

that the relative mortality risks in the middle adult ages of 25 to 49 for Aborigines of the study 

area are up to 14.4 times higher than those of the total population of Australia. Compared with 

the non-Aboriginal population of the Northern Territory during the period 1979-83, the relative 

mortality risks for Aborigines of Central Australia were up to 17.5 times higher in the middle 

adult ages of 25-49 (Table 4-2 and figure 4.1).



T a b le  4 -2 :  Age-spedfic mortality rates and relative risks1 for Aborigines in Central Australia^ 
and total Northern Territory Non-Aborigines3,1979-83 (Rates=Deaths/1000 Population)
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Age M A L E S F E M A L E S
Groups Aboriginal Non- Relative Aboriginal Non- Relative

abonginal risk aboriginal risk

0-4 13.1 2.9 4.5 11.0 2.4 4.6
5-9 0.9 0.3 3.0 1.2 0.4 3.0
10-14 0.9 0.7 1.3 0.6 0.3 2.0
15-19 1.6 2.0 0.8 0.6 0.9 0.7
20-24 5.2 2.2 2.4 2.2 0.7 3.1
25-29 11.1 2.9 3.8 5.9 0.4 14.8
30-34 18.1 1.7 10.6 7.0 0.4 17.5
35-39 23.7 2.8 8.5 5.6 0.8 7.0
40-44 27.0 3.1 8.7 4.9 1.1 4.5
45-49 30.5 5.9 5.2 6.1 2.4 2.5
50-54 32.1 8.6 3.7 9.6 2.7 3.6
55-59 35.1 12.7 2.8 15.9 6.2 2.6
60-64 40.1 13.0 3.0 26.5 5.5 4.8
65-69 50.3 27.0 1.9 44.1 11.1 4.0
70-74 64.6 32.5 2.0 72.7 19.1 3.8
75+ 155.6 - - 163.3 - -

1 Relative Risk is the ratio of the observed Central Australia Aboriginal rate to the Total Northern Territory Non- 
Aboriginal rate.
2 See notes to Table 4-1.
3 Adapted from Devanesen et al., 1986:23.

Figure 4.3: Relative risks of mortality for the Aboriginal population of Central Australia to 
those of the total Non-Aboriginal population of the Northern Territory, by age 1979-1983

■ Aboriginal Males 
- Aboriginal Females 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
Relative Risk Ratio = 1
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4.4.3 Leading Causes of Death

During the period 1984-86, the leading causes of Aboriginal male deaths in Central Australia 

were found to be, in order, diseases of the circulatory system, diseases of the respiratory 

system, accidents, poisoning and violence (external causes), diseases of genito-urinary system 

and infectious and parasitic diseases. These causes alone contributed more than 70 per cent of 

the Aboriginal male crude death rate (Table 4-4). For the females during the same period the 

leading causes of mortality were found to be, in order, diseases of the respiratory system, 

diseases of the circulatory system, neoplasms, diseases of the genito-urinary system, external 

causes and infectious and parasitic diseases. These causes contributed about 63 per cent of 

the Aboriginal female death rate during the period 1984-86 (Table 4-5).

Figure 4.4:Cause-speciflc death rates by major I CD Classes, Aborigines of Central 
Australia by sex, 1984-86. (per 1000 population)
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Aboriginal standardized cause-specific death rates in Central Australia (tables 4 and 5) 

demonstrate that from the period 1975-77 to 1984-86, diseases of the circulatory system, 

diseases of the respiratory system, accidents, poisoning and violence, and infectious and 

parasitic diseases were consistently the leading causes of death. Importantly, the tables also 

reveal that the rates are steadily declining, except for neoplasms and diseases of the genito­

urinary system among females. For example, as tables 4 and 5 show, the leading cause of 

death for Aboriginal males, diseases of the circulatory system, dropped from 7.7 per thousand 

population in 1975-77 to 4.6 during 1978-80 and to 3.3 during 1981-83, then slightly increased 

to 3.7 per thousand population during the period 1984-86. For Aboriginal females, the leading 

cause of death, diseases of the respiratory system, declined from 3.5 per thousand population 

in the period 1975-77 to 2.6 during 1978-80 and to 0.8 during 1981-83; then slightly increased 

to 1.0 per thousand population during 1984-86.

Compared to the total Northern Territory population, about 39 per cent of the excess mortality 

risk for the Aboriginal males is due to diseases of the circulatory system (Table 4-6). For 

females external causes constitute up to 18.3 per cent of the excess risk (which makes up 

about 14 per cent of the excess risk for males) and diseases of the genito-urinary system make 

up about 15 per cent of the excess risk.
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Figure 4.5: Relative risks of mortality for the Aborigines of Central Australia to those of 
the total Northern Territory standard by leading causes of death and sex, 1984-86
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T a b le  4 - 4 :  Aboriginal standardized1 cause-specific death rates^, Central Australia3, 1975-77 
to 1984-86, males

Cause of death and ICD4 code 1975 1973 1981 1984
to to to to

1977 1980 1983 1986

Class I (001-139)
Infectious and Parasitic 1.8 0.9 0.9 0.5
Class II (140-239)
Neoplasms 0.4 0.7 0.6 0.4
Class III (240-279) Endocrine,
Nutritional and Metabolic 0.9 0.6 0.5 0.2
Class V (290-319)
Mental Disorders 1.0 0.2 0.5 0.4
Class VI (320-389)
Nervous System and Sense Organs 0.5 0.9 0.2 0.4
Class VII (390-459)
Circulatory System 7.7 4.6 3.3 3.7
Class VIII (460-519)
Respiratory System 4.2 3.4 1.4 1.6
Class IX (520-579)
Digestive System 0.3 1.3 0.2 0.2
Class X (580-629)
Genito-urinary System 1.3 0.3 0.2 0.5
Class XV (760-779)
Perinatal Causes 0.9 0.4 0.5 0.1
Class XVI (780-799) Symptoms,
Signs and Ill-Defined Conditions 3.3 1.8 1.0 0.5
Class XVII (E800-E999) Accidents,
Poisoning and Violence 3.7 4.3 1.6 1.5
Other Classes and
Causes Not Stated 0.2 2.5 0.6 1.0

All Causes 26.2 21.9 11.5 11.2

1 Age distribution of Central Australian Aboriginal males in the period 1984-86 as standard.
p

Rates are deaths from a specific cause per 1000 population.
3 See notes to Table 4-1.
4 International Classification of Diseases (ICD) Ninth Revision (1975) by the World Health Organization (1977).
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T a b le  4 - 5  : Aboriginal standardized1 cause-specific death rates3, Central Australia3, 1975-77 
to 1984-86, females

Cause of death and ICD1 * 3 4 code 1975 1978 1981 1984
to to to to

1977 1980 1983 1986

Class I (001-139)
Infectious and Parasitic 1.3 0.4 0.8 0.5
Class II (140-239)
Neoplasms 0.9 0.7 0.9 0.9
Class III (240-279) Endocrine,
Nutritional and Metabolic 0.4 1.9 0.4 0.3
Class V (290-319)
Mental Disorders 0.0 0.6 0.4 0.2
Class VI (320-389)
Nervous System and Sense Organs 0.6 0.4 0.5 0.1
Class VII (390-459)
Circulatory System 2.3 2.3 1.9 0.9
Class VIII (460-519)
Respiratory System 3.5 2.6 0.8 1.0
Class IX (520-579)
Digestive System 0.7 0.0 0.4 0.2
Class X (580-629)
Genito-urinary System 0.5 0.8 0.2 0.6
Class XV (760-779)
Perinatal Causes 0.6 0.2 0.3 0.2
Class XVI (780-799) Symptoms,
Signs and Ill-Defined Conditions 1.5 0.9 0.8 0.6
Class XVII (E800-E999) Accidents,
Poisoning and Violence 1.7 1.6 0.8 0.5
Other Classes and
Causes Not Stated 1.2 1.8 2.2 0.8

All Causes 15.2 14.2 10.4 7.0

1 Age distribution of Central Australian Aboriginal females in the period 1984-86 as standard.
c Rates are deaths from a specific cause per 1000 population.
3 See notes to Table 4-1.
4 International Classification of Diseases (ICD) Ninth Revision (1975) by the World Health Organization (1977).
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4.4.4 Life Expectancy

Decline in Aboriginal mortality in Central Australia from 1975-77 to 1984-86 resulted in gains in 

complete expectations of life for both Aboriginal males and females though the improvement in 

the male life expectancy was slightly greater. The following subsection examines the effects of 

improvements in age-specific mortality rates and various causes of death on the gains in male 

and female complete expectation of life from 1975-77 to 1984-86. It should be mentioned at the 

outset that the apparent discrepancies between gains in expectations of life at birth in tables 7 

and 8 and the life tables in Table 4-11 and Table 4-12, as well as Table 4-15 and Table 4-16 are 

due to the fact that while smoothed life table lx values were used to calculate the effects of 

changes in age-specific mortality rates on the complete expectations of life, at the same time 

observed deaths by various causes (ICD 17 major classes) in various age groups were also 

incorporated in the calculations. As a result, the total gains in expectations of life at birth for 

males and females are slightly over-estimated by this procedure compared to what is shown in 

the life tables.

4.4.4.1 Contributions of the various causes of death and age-specific mortality 
rates in improvements in expectations of life

Tables 7 and 8 show the contribution of the various causes of death and age groups to the

improvements in Aboriginal male and female expectation of life at birth in Central Australia from

1975-77 to 1984-86. A quick look at the tables reveals that while ever the study period mortality

due to some of the diseases reduced, these reductions were to some extent balanced by the

increase in mortality from some other diseases; the combined effects of these two processes

resulted in gains in expectations of life of 6.77 years for Aboriginal males and 5.76 years for

Aboriginal females.

For men the following observations may be noted: the contribution of diseases of the circulatory 

system is dominant in the improvement in expectation of life at birth (3.45 years or 50.9 per cent 

of the improvement); the contribution of one year or 14.7 per cent of the improvement is due to 

reduction in mortality from symptoms, signs and ill-defined conditions; a contribution of 0.96 

years or 14.24 per cent is due to the reduction in mortality from diseases of the respiratory
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system; reduction in mortality from endocrine, nutritional and metabolic diseases and immunity 

disorders contributed 0.8 years or 11.79 per cent; a contribution of 0.26 years or 3.77 per cent is 

due to reduction in mortality from certain conditions originating in the perinatal period. Diseases 

of the nervous system and sense organs and diseases of the digestive system each contributed 

0.24 years or 3.60 per cent in the expectation of life improvement.

Reduction of mortality from diseases of the musculoskeletal system and connective tissue, 

infectious and parasitic diseases and accidents, poisoning and violence (external causes) 

contributed from 0.2 year or 2.93 per cent to 0.22 year or 3.2 per cent in the improvement in the 

expectation of life at birth for males. The contribution of 0.11 year or 1.58 per cent of the 

improvement due to reduction in mortality from diseases of blood and blood-forming organs also 

may be mentioned.

Increase in the occurrence of certain diseases made a negative contribution: neoplasms -0.56 

year or -8.31 per cent, complications of childbirth and the puerperium -0.16 year or -2.31 per 

cent, diseases of the genito-urinary system -0.14 year or -2.13 per cent, diseases of the skin 

and subcutaneous tissue and congenital anomalies each made a marginal negative contribution 

of -0.2 year or -0.29 per cent.

It is worth mentioning the large contribution of mortality improvement in age group 15-29 from 

all causes (except from diseases of the respiratory system which made a negative contribution) 

in the increase in expectation of life of 4.36 years. Similarly, positive contributions were also 

observed in the age group 1-4 (0.9 year), age group 50-69 (0.64 year); 1.21 years contribution 

of age 70 and over and a marginal contribution in age group 5-14.

Age 0 and age group 30-49 had negative contributions of -0.21 year and -0.17 year in 

expectation of life improvement. At age 0, this was due to increase in infectious and parasitic 

diseases, neoplasms, respiratory system, digestive system and childbirth complications; in ages
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30-49 the increase in mortality was mainly due to the mortality increase from external causes 

and violence.

For Aboriginal women in particular the following may be noted: reduction in mortality from 

diseases of the respiratory system contributed about 3 years or 51.91 per cent in the 

expectation of life improvement, and a contribution of 1.75 years or 30.91 percent improvement 

was due to reduction of mortality from diseases of the circulatory system; a contribution of about 

one and a half years or 25.87 per cent of the improvement was due to reduction of mortality 

from symptoms, signs and ill-defined conditions. There is nearly a year improvement in 

expectation of life due to reduction in mortality from accidents, violence and other external 

causes. This reduction is mostly occurring in the 15-29 age group.

For women, increase in diseases of the genito-urinary system had a major negative effect of - 

0.83 year or -14.35 per cent which occurred at age 30 and over; and contrary to the case with 

men, mental disorders and diseases of the nervous system also had noticeable negative 

impacts; congenital anomalies made a substantial negative contribution too.

Mortality in all age groups, except ages 30-49 which had a negative contribution of slightly more 

than a year, declined during the study period. The contribution of the reduction in mortality at 

older ages of 70 and over and 50-69 is very remarkable: more than four years in improvement 

in expectation of life.
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4.4.4.2 Temporary Expectations of Life

In addition to the use of the complete expectation of life for comparative study of mortality or 

longevity over time or across populations, as was carried out in the earlier subsection, it would 

be useful to have a study comparing the length of time Aborigines of Central Australia survive in 

various important phases of life to those of the total Northern Territory and total population of 

Australia. This is done by calculating the temporary expectations of life for such ages as 

childhood (0-5 age group), adolescence (5-15 age group), early adulthood (15-25 age group), 

middle adulthood (25-45 age group), late adulthood (45-60 age group) and old ages (60-80 age 

group).

In Table 4-9 and Table 4-10, the temporary expectations of life of the Central Australia 

Aboriginal males and females in the six major phases of life are compared to those of the total 

Northern Territory and total population of Australia. The following observations could be drawn 

from the tables: the pattern of differences between the Aboriginal temporary expectations of life 

and those of the total Northern Territory and total Australia populations is the same, the 

differences for ages 0-5, 5-15 and 15-25 are very marginal and differences gradually increase 

over the subsequent phases of life. At ages 60-80 Aboriginal men live up to 3.5 years less than 

their counterparts making up the total Northern Territory or total Australia population. Aboriginal 

women at ages 60-80 live up to three years less than the Total Northern Territory or total 

Australia women.

It may be noted that the pattern of difference here is not the same as for relative mortality risks - 

the reason is that death rates are highest at the higher ages in all mortality schedules.
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T a b l e  4 -9 :  Difference in temporary expectations of life (nEx) in different spans of life between 
Aborigines of Central Austraiial (1984-86) and the total Northern Territory population2 (1986) by 
sex.

(years)

Phases
(years) Total

N.T.

FEMALES
Abong-

inals
Diffe­
rence

Total
N.T

MALES
Aborig- Difference

inals

0-5 4.90 4.84 0.06 4.90 4.87 0.08
5-15 10.00 9.99 0.01 9.98 9.94 0.04
15-25 9.97 9.97 0.00 9.91 9.91 0.00
25-45 19.72 19.17 0.55 19.23 17.73 1.50
45-60 14.47 13.66 0.81 14.08 11.36 2.72
60-80 17.27 14.32 2.95 15.64 12.13 3.51

1 See notes to Table 4-1.
2 Basic death data for life table generation are from ABS 1987:11. Population data from ABS, Census 86, NT Table
CA0001.

T a b l e  4 -1 0 :  Difference in temporary expectations of life in different spans of life (nEx)
between Aborigines of Central Austraiial (1984-86) and the total population of Australia2 (1986) by
sex.

(years)

Phases FEMALES MALES
(years) Total Aborig- Diffe- Total Aborig- IDifference

Aus. inals rence Aus. inals

0-5 4.96 4.84 0.12 4.94 4.87 0.07
5-15 9.99 9.99 0.00 9.98 9.94 0.04
15-25 9.98 9.97 0.01 9.94 9.91 0.03
25-45 19.88 19.17 0.71 19.73 17.73 2.00
45-60 14.75 13.66 1.09 14.45 11.36 3.09
60-80 17.18 14.32 2.86 15.27 12.13 3.14

1 See notes to Table 4-1.
2 Derived from Life Tables Australia, 1986 from ABS 1987a:24-25.
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4.5 Summary

This is the first study on Aboriginal mortality to establish a process of steady decline in 

Aboriginal mortality occurring during a period of about 10 years. The study covered Aborigines 

of Central Australia in the periods 1975-77, 1979-83 and 1984-86. The decline is exhibited by 

improvement in expectation of life at birth of up to 5.13 calendar years. The gap between male 

and female mortality levels, which was very disadvanteous for males at the beginning, is 

closing. But the Aboriginal mortality level is still far higher than those of the total Northern 

Territory and total Australia; the standardized crude death rates are up to about three times 

higher and the complete expectations of life are lower by up to 20 years. The risk of

mortality for Aborigines of Central Australia is substantially higher at all ages than those for the 

total Northern Territory or total Australia; the rates are up to 17.5 times higher in the middle 

adult ages of 25-49.

Diseases of the circulatory system and respiratory system, accidents, poisoning and violence, 

diseases of the genito-urinary system and infectious and parasitic diseases are in order the 

leading causes of death for the Aboriginal population. Up to 39 per cent of the male excess 

mortality risk is due to the diseases of the circulatory system (compared to the total Northern 

Territory population).

Though an increase in mortality rates from neoplasms and diseases of the genito-urinary 

system and some other diseases was observed for the Aboriginal, a process of steady decline 

in the cause-specific death rates of the leading causes of death is registered for both males and 

females. The reduction of mortality from diseases of the circulatory system contributed up to 51 

per cent of the improvement in complete expectation of life for Aboriginal males during the 

period between 1975-77 and 1984-86. For Aboriginal females, reduction in mortality from 

diseases of the respiratory system contributed up to 52 per cent of the improvement in 

expectation of life.
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The differences in length of life for Aborigines of Central Australia and the total Northern 

Territory and total population of Australia, are marginal in the 5-15 and 15-25 age groups, 

gradually increase for age groups 25-45 and 45-60, and are highest in the 60-80 age group for 

both males and females.
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Table 4-17: Aboriginal age-specific mortality rates1 (graduated), in central Australia2; 1975-77, 
1979-83 and 1984-86 by sex

Age 1975-77 1979-83 1984-86
Males Females Males Females Males Females

0-4 9.7 10.3 13.1 11.0 7.6 7.9
5-9 0.9 1.3 0.9 1.2 1.2 0.3
10-14 1.5 0.8 0.9 0.6 1.0 0.4
15-19 5.1 1.3 1.6 0.6 1.3 0.5
20-24 13.1 3.5 5.2 2.2 3.2 0.8
25-29 21.5 5.8 11.1 5.9 7.0 1.9
30-34 23.5 6.4 18.1 7.0 12.8 4.6
35-39 22.1 5.7 23.7 5.6 20.1 7.7
40-44 20.8 5.2 27.0 4.9 28.0 9.3
45-49 28.3 6.1 30.5 6.1 35.8 10.2
50-54 33.9 9.5 32.1 9.6 42.9 12.5
55-59 44.5 16.7 35.1 15.9 48.8 17.3
60-64 61.3 31.8 40.8 26.5 53.4 25.8
65-69 85.8 59.9 50.3 44.1 56.6 39.3
70-74 122.0 110.0 64.6 72.7 58.5 59.6
75+ 238.0 225.9 155.6 163.3 86.6 131.0

1 Rates are deaths per 1000 population.
p

For 1975-77, Central Australia (areas between parallels 20 and 26 in the Northern Territory) includes 8 major 
Aboriginal population centres: Alice Springs, Amoonguna, Areyonga, Hermannsburg, Papunya, Santa Teresa, 
Yuendumu and Docker River. For the periods 1979-83 and 1984-86 the data cover 12 major Aboriginal population 
centres: Alice Springs, Amoonguna, Areyonga, Hermannsburg, Papunya, Santa Teresa, Ti Tree, Warrabri (Ali Curung), 
Willowra, Yuendumu, Utopia and Docker River.
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T a b le  4 -1 8 : Number of deaths, population and observed age-specific death rates1, Central 
Australian Aborigines2, 1975-77 by sex

Age
Groups Deaths

M A L E S
Pop. ASDRs Deaths

F E M A L E S
Pop. ASDRs.

0 7 237 29.54 7 228 30.70
1-4 4 900 4.44 3 836 3.59
5-9 1 1152 0.87 2 1023 1.96
10-14 2 1562 0.13a 0 986 2.97b

15-19 4 726 5.51 0 865 3.97C
20-24 8 630 12.70 3 602 4.98
25-29 8 477 16.77 3 519 5.78
30-34 11 405 27.16 2 372 5.38
35-39 8 246 32.52 4 288 13.89
40-44 3 231 12.99 6 315 19.05
45-49 5 168 29.76 1 213 4.69
50-54 13 171 76.02 2 189 10.58
55-59 10 189 52.91 4 153 26.14
60-64 11 114 96.49 5 162 30.86
65-69 4 99 40.40 8 126 63.49
70-74 3 54 55.56 3 51 58.82
75+ 9 54 166.67 6 75 80.00
Total 113 6732 16.79 66 7003 9.42

1 Rates are deaths per 1000 population.
2 For 1975-77, Central Australia (areas between parallels 20 and 26 in the Northern Territory) includes 8 major 
Aboriginal population centres namely Alice Springs, Amoonguna, Areyonga, Hermannsburg, Papunya, Santa Teresa, 
Yuendumu and Docker River.
a Deaths, population and the rate is based on 1975-79.
b, c Interpolated values between the values for 10-14 and 15-19 age groups in order to avoid zero cells in the mortality 
schedule.
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T a b le  4 -1 9 : Number of deaths, population and observed age-spedfic death rates1 (ASDRs), 
Central Australian Aborigines2, 1979-83 by sex

Age M A L E S  F E M A L E S
Groups Deaths Population ASDRs Deaths Population ASDRs.

0 16 540 29.63 21 540 38.89
1-4 14 1910 7.33 8 2010 3.98
5-9 2 2380 0.84 3 2130 1.41
10-14 4 2315 1.73 0 2335 0.72a
15-19 3 2005 1.50 *} 1990 0.53
20-24 17 1660 10.24 6 1875 3.20
25-29 16 1345 11.80 7 1400 5.00
30-34 14 886 15.80 8 1195 6.70
35-39 12 715 16.78 4 860 4.65
40-44 18 735 24.49 4 720 5.56
45-49 15 495 30.30 7 630 11.11
50-54 16 410 39.02 3 465 6.45
55-59 8 320 25.00 8 265 30.19
60-64 11 330 33.33 17 320 53.13
65-69 10 230 43.48 8 220 36.36
70-74 10 170 58.82 15 255 58.82
75+ 34 175 194.29 34 240 141.67
Total 220 16620 13.24 154 17360 8.87

1 Rates are deaths per 1000 population.
2 For the periods 1979-83 and 1984-86 the data cover 12 major Aboriginal population centres: Alice Springs, 
Amoonguna, Areyonga, Hermannsburg, Papunya, Santa Teresa, Ti Tree, Warrabri (Ali Curung), Willowra, Yuendumu, 
Utopia and Docker River.
a Adapted from total N.T. Aborigines 1979-83 (Plant, 1988:29).
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T a b le  4 -2 0 :  Number of deaths, population and observed age-specific death rates1 (ASDRs), 
Central Australian Aborigines2, 1984-86 by sex

Age M A L E S  F M A L E S
Groups Deaths Population ASDRs Deaths Population ASDRs.

0 4 245 16.33 10 312 32.05
1-4 2a 1976b 1.00 2 1203 1.66
5-9 2 1320 1.52 0 1233 0.37c
10-14 2 1298 1.54 0 1370 0.35d
15-19 2 1306 1.53 4 1351 2.97
20-24 6 1001 5.99 1 1173 0.85
25-29 7 816 8.58 2 960 2.08
30-34 9 628 14.33 5 753 6.64
35-39 10 558 17.92 4 573 6.98
40-44 5 484 10.33 5 413 12.11
45-49 5 292 17.12 5 387 12.92
50-54 8 258 31.01 3 270 11.11
55-59 4 197 20.31 6 190 31.58
60-64 16 159 100.63 9 243 37.04
65-69 8 129 62.02 8 161 49.69
70-74 6 93 64.52 2 138 14.49
75+ 19 93 204.30 10 141 70.92
Total 113 100768 10.60 76 10871 6.99

1 Rates are deaths per 1000 population.
 ̂ For the periods 1979-83 and 1984-86 the data cover 12 major Aboriginal population centres: Alice Springs, 

Amoonguna, Areyonga, Hermannsburg, Papunya, Santa Teresa, Ti Tree, Warrabri (Ali Curung), Willowra, Yuendumu, 
Utopia and Docker River,
a To avoid zero cells, 1982-86 deaths have been taken, 
b 1982-86 population,
c, d Adapted from N.T Female Aboriginal Life Table, 1986 (Gray, 1988) 
d 1984-86 population.



Chapter 5

Aboriginal Fertility in Central Australia 

5.1 Introduction

As mentioned in the introduction to Chapter 4, the population under study in this chapter is 

extended beyond Alice Springs and it covers the main Aboriginal population centres in the 

whole area of the Northern Territory part of Central Australia. This is mainly to avoid the 

occurrence of random errors associated with working with small numbers.

It was mentioned in Chapter 2 that the process of recent decline in Aboriginal fertility is already 

well established. From the indirect evidence of census data, Gray (1982:9) notes that

...total fertility rates of the Aboriginal population reached their highest levels, in most parts of 
Australia, in the decade from 1956 to 1966, remained relatively quite high until 1971, then tumbled 

over the last decade to levels generally not recorded since the beginning of the century.

The total fertility rate fell from 5.9 for the period 1966-1971, to 3.3 for 1976-1981 (Gray, 

1984:406) and declined further to 2.8 for the period 1981-1986. (See Chapter 2 subsection 

2.4.1). Apparently there is little difference in the levels of Aboriginal total fertility rates among the 

states and territories (Gray, unpublished) and the decline is occurring in all states and territories 

including the Northern Territory.

In spite of its continuing decline, the level of Aboriginal fertility is still quite high compared with 

that of the rest of the Australian population. This was exhibited by the 1986 Census results 

analysed in Chapter 2.

The above observations are based on indirect estimation, from census results on the Aboriginal 

age distribution and average parities of Aboriginal women. It would be interesting to see how 

direct information on annual Aboriginal births in recent years matches the above conclusions.
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Also the apparent high level of Aboriginal fertility may be partly explained by studying the 

relationship between the characteristics of Aboriginal women such as age at leaving school and 

labour force status.

The present study provides the opportunity to examine levels, patterns, trends and differentials 

in Aboriginal fertility in Central Australia combining direct data on the number of Aboriginal 

annual births and census data on age distribution and parity of Aboriginal women. It was not 

possible to include any type of fertility question during the household survey conducted in Alice 

Springs, as a result of which it is not possible to probe agents of Aboriginal fertility change 

processes, particularly the motivations of Aboriginal women for limiting family size or the extent 

of knowledge, attitude and practice of family planning.

5.2 Sources of Data

5.2.1 Fertility Data

Three sources of fertility data are used to produce fertility estimates of the Aboriginal population 

in Central Australia. These sources are: Aboriginal birth records maintained by the Northern 

Territory Department of Health Regional Office in Alice Springs; birth registration records 

maintained in the Office of Births, Deaths and Marriages Registration in Alice Springs; and the 

1986 Population Census returns on the total issue of Aboriginal females aged 15 and over by 

various characteristics.

Births occurring to women in Central Australia are recorded separately by Aboriginality in the 

Regional Office of the Northern Territory Department of Health (now Northern Territory 

Department of Health and Community Services). These records, though very comprehensive as 

far as particulars of birth are concerned, do not carry the age of the mother or her date of birth. 

Therefore, dates of births of the mothers were obtained from their medical records maintained 

separately. By this process 252, 283 and 301 births recorded for the years 1976, 1981 and 

1986 respectively were transcribed to computer with particulars as described in chapter 1. In 

order to maximize the coverage of the data, births to Aboriginal women in Central Australia and 

registered in the District Registration of Births, Deaths and Marriages Office in Alice Springs



122

were also identified by the process described in Chapter 4 and recorded. These records, which 

number 252, 268 and 283 for the years 1976, 1981 and 1986, carry information on ages of the 

mothers. Subsequently, birth records from both these sources were compared against each 

other and necessary corrections were made; then the dual record method (Chandrasekar and 

Deming, 1949) was applied to assess the magnitude of the events which were likely to have 

been missed by both of the sources:

B1 * B2

M = number of births missed by both systems,

B1 = number of births detected by source 1,

B2 = number of births detected by source 2,

T = number of births detected by both sources.

It was found that 6.5 per cent of the total recorded births in 1976, 4.8 per cent in 1981 and 3.8 

per cent in 1986 were not detected by either of the sources. The gradual decrease in the 

number of missing events during the last 10 years suggests that the coverage of registration is 

improving, both in the health and in the registration systems. Subsequently, the total number of 

births by five year age groups of mothers (15-19, 20-24,...,45-49) for the communities under 

study in this chapter (see the following subsection) were adjusted on a pro-rata basis.

For comparative purposes, fertility data for the total Northern Territory and total population of 

Australia published by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS, 1978; 1982 and 1987b) were 

used. The returns of the 1986 Census on Aboriginal females’ total issue (ABS, 1988b and 

1988c) also form an important data source in the analysis of Aboriginal fertility undertaken in 

this chapter.

5.2.2 Population Data

The population data used as denominators in this chapter are those which are used for the 

study of mortality described in detail in subsection 4.2.2 in Chapter 2. For 1976, the data cover 

eight major Aboriginal population centres: Alice Springs, Amoonguna, Areyonga,
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Hermannsbürg, Papunya, Santa Teresa, Yuendumu and Docker River. For 1981 and 1986 the 

data cover these eight and four other major Aboriginal population centres: Ti Tree, Warrabri (Ali 

Curung), Willowra, Yuendumu and Utopia.

5.3 Analytical Approach

The level of Aboriginal fertility in Central Australia in 1986 is determined by calculating the total 

fertility rate (TFR) (Table 5-1), that is the total number of live births that a woman would have if 

she experienced each of the age-specific fertility schedules of 1986 (see Table 5-2 and Table 5- 

4) during her childbearing life. Though not a refined measure as the total fertility rate is, the 

crude birth rate was also calculated. It is the total number of births in a year per thousand mid 

year population and while it is quite a good indicator of the level of fertility it is more usually used 

to calculate the rate of natural increase of a population in conjunction with the crude death rate. 

The levels of Aboriginal fertility in central Australia were compared with those of the total 

Aboriginal populations of the Northern Territory and Australia as well as the total populations of 

the Northern Territory and Australia (Table 5-1). The trend in the level of Aboriginal fertility in 

Central Australia was determined by calculating the total fertility rates and crude birth rates for 

1976 and 1981 (Table 5-4) and comparing them with the trends in the total fertility rates of the 

total Aboriginal population of Australia as well as the total population of the Northern Territory 

and Australia (Table 5-5).

The age pattern of fertility of the Central Australian Aboriginal population in 1986 is determined 

by calculating the age-specific birth rates for women in the reproductive ages in five-year age 

groupings from 15-19 to 40-44 (Table 5-2). The rates are the number of live births to each 

thousand women of the specified age group per year. Births to women less than 15 years were 

added to those of the women in age group 15-19. No births were reported to women aged over 

44.

While the observed age-specific fertility rates derived from health and registration records reflect 

the age pattern of Aboriginal fertility which prevailed in Central Australia in 1986, it was also 

decided to reinforce these estimates with the level of fertility revealed by average parities of the
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Aboriginal women reported by the 1986 Census for the same geographical area in age groups 

lower than 30, which are generally believed to be fairly accurate (Brass, 1964; 1975). The Brass 

P/F ratio method (United Nations, 1983:31-37) was applied and the level of the observed age- 

specific fertility rates was adjusted based on the average P/F ratios for the women in age 

groups 20-24 and 25-29. The estimated P/F ratios used for the adjustments of the observed 

age-specific fertility rates can be found in Table 5-12.

The Aboriginal women’s age-specific fertility rates (or birth rates) in Central Australia, compared 

to those of the total Aborigines of the Northern Territory and Australia as well as the total 

populations of the Northern Territory and Australia, are presented graphically in Figure 5.1. The 

trend in the total fertility rate and age pattern of Aboriginal fertility in Central Australia was 

established by studying changes in the age-specific fertility rates and total fertility rates for the 

same population from 1976 to 1986 (Tables 5-3 and 5-4).

Age at leaving school and labour force status are the variables selected for studying fertility 

differentials of Aboriginal women. This is important to see how different levels of fertility within a 

particular Aboriginal population are associated with such variables. In order to remove the 

possible effects of those women who had zero parity but might be categorized in the ‘not stated’ 

group, average parities for women by age group and age at leaving school and labour force 

status were computed separately, first for all women, treating the not stated category as zero 

parity (first panel in Table 5-6 and Table 5-8), and secondly, excluding those women with not 

stated parity (second panel in Table 5-6 and Table 5-8).

To study the tempo (distribution) and intensity (level) of Aboriginal fertility in Central Australia 

associated with such characteristics as age at leaving school and the labour force status, a 

childlessness index, an indirectly age-standardized index of number of women with no children 

against expected number, and an index of maternal fertility, an indirectly age-standardized 

index of average children ever borne by mothers against expected number (Gray, unpublished), 

are computed (Tables 5-7 and 5-9). Variations in fertility differentials between the Aboriginal
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women of Central Australia and other parts of the country are also studied by comparing the 

results from this study with those from other studies (Gray, unpublished).

5.4 Findings

5.4.1 Fertility levels and patterns

The study shows that an Aboriginal woman living in Central Australia would have about three 

live births during her entire childbearing life, given the age-specific fertility rates of 1986. This 

level of fertility is very comparable to those of Aboriginal women elsewhere in Australia but 

much higher than the level of the total population of Australia (see Table 5-1).

Table 5-1: Level of Aboriginal fertility in Central Australia (1986)1, compared with the total 
Aborigines of the Northern Territory and Australia (1981-1986)2 and total populations of the 

Northern Territory and Australia (1986)3

Population Crude Birth 
Rates4

Total Fertility 
Rates 5

Aborigines
Central Australia 30.9 3.01

Northern Territory 31.5 3.20

Australia 27.8 2.84
Total population
Northern Territory 22.3 2.38

Australia 15.2 1.87

1 The data cover 12 major Aboriginal population centres between parallels 20 and 26 in the Northern Territory: Alice 

Springs, Amoonguna, Areyonga, Hermannsburg, Papunya, Santa Teresa, Ti Tree, Warrabri (Ali Curung), Willowra, 
Yuendumu, Utopia and Docker River,
2 Total fertility rates for the total Aborigines of the Northern Territory are adopted from Gray (unpublished). Similarly the 

accompanying crude birth rate was derived using the age-specific birth rates proposed by Gray (unpublished) and the 

total Aboriginal populations of the NT (ABS, 1987d). For the total Aboriginal population of Australia the total fertility rate 

and crude birth rate estimates derived using the 1986 Census returns by the present study as presented in subsection 

2.4 of Chapter 2 are adopted.
3 ABS, 1987b: 5,7.

4 Total births in a year per 1000 total population,
5 The number of live births that a woman would have if she experienced each of the age-specific birth rates between 

exact ages 15 and 50.

It can be easily seen that the level of Aboriginal women’s fertility in Central Australia, measured 

by the total fertility rate, is close to the levels of Aboriginal fertility prevalent in the rest of the 

country. Such an apparent lack of geographical difference in Aboriginal total fertility rates for the 

period 1981-1986 was also referred to by Gray (unpublished) in the levels for States as well as

urban and rural components.
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The levels of crude birth rates of the Aboriginal population in Central Australia in 1986 are also 

similar to those for Aborigines elsewhere in the country but twice as high as the total population 

of the country (Table 5-1). It may be noticed that comparison of the crude birth rate of the 

Aboriginal population with that of the total population of Australia indicates a very much higher 

level of fertility for the Aborigines compared to what was shown by the total fertility figures. This 

apparent inconsistency is justified by the fact that the crude birth rate, being the total number of 

births in a year per thousand total mid-year population, is affected by the larger number of 

women going through their childbearing ages in 1986 as a result of high Aboriginal fertility of the 

1960s, the effects of which on the 1986 Aboriginal age distribution were discussed in Chapter 2.

Comparisons of the age patterns of fertility of the Aboriginal women in Central Australia and 

elsewhere with those of the total population reveal the context of apparent similarities and 

differences among them. Figure 5.1 illustrates comparatively the age-specific fertility rates of 

Central Australian Aborigines (1986) and those of the total Aboriginal populations of the 

Northern Territory and Australia (1981-1986) as well as those of the total populations of the 

Northern Territory and Australia (1986).
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Figure 5.1: Age pattern of Aboriginal fertility in Central Australia in 1986 compared to
those of some other populations

200 - ]
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Source: based on data in Table 5-2.

Some distinctive similarities and differences between the Aboriginal fertility pattern and the total 

Australian population can be seen in Figure 5.1 . The age patterns of fertility show a very high 

fertility in the early childbearing ages for Aboriginal women with the peak of the fertility schedule 

in the age group 20-24 compared with a very low fertility for the total population of Australia in 

the early ages of childbearing and a later peak of the fertility schedule, in age group 25-29. In 

older ages, very similar patterns of fertility are found for both Aborigines and the total 

population. Figure 5.1 also illustrates that the age pattern of fertility of the Northern Territory 

total population follows, not the pattern of the total Australia population, but exactly the pattern 

of the total Aboriginal population of the country (at a slightly different level). This is because of 

the very high Aboriginal fertility at the early ages of childbearing in the Northern Territory which 

shifts the fertility peak of the total N.T. women from age group 25-29 to age group 20-24. Once 

Aboriginal births were subtracted from the total births, the peak age group of fertility shifts from
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age group 20-24 to age group 25-29 and the resultant shape of the Non-Aboriginal fertility 

curve, as Figure 5.2 shows, conforms to that of the total Australia fertility schedule, with slight 

variations in the early ages.

Figure 5.2: Northern Territory total and Non-Aboriginal age pattern of fertility compared
with total Australia pattern, 1986.
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T a b le  5 -2 :  Aboriginal women's age-specific birth rates1 in Central Australia (1986)^ compared 
with the total Aborigines of the Northern Territory and Australia (1981-1986)3 and the total 
populations of the Northern Territory  ̂and Australia5, 1986

129

Age . Aboriqines Total Population
Central Northern Australia Northern Australia

groups Australia Territory Territory

15-19 150.9 155.0 119.0 85.0 21.7
20-24 182.8 190.0 178.0 142.2 89.6
25-29 145.1 147.0 166.0 134.9 142.5
30-34 63.9 85.0 88.0 80.3 88.9
35-39 41.4 31.0 33.0 27.5 27.3
40-44 17.9 11.06 7.07 5.0 4.3
45-49 - 0.7 0.2
TFR 3.01 3.20 3.00 2.38 1.87

1 Number of live births to each thousand women of the specified age per year,p
The data cover 12 major Aboriginal population centres between parallels 20 and 26 in the Northern Territory: Alice 

Springs, Amoonguna, Areyonga, Hermannsburg, Papunya, Santa Teresa, Ti Tree, Warrabri (Ali Curung), Willowra, 
Yuendumu, Utopia and Docker River,
3 Gray, unpublished.
4, 5 ABS, 1987b: 5,7.
6, 7 The rates relate to the age group 40-49.

A marked similarity in the age pattern of fertility was observed between the Aboriginal 

population of Central Australia and the total Aboriginal population of the Northern Territory 

especially in the very important early ages of childbearing. (It should be borne in mind that the 

Aboriginal population of Central Australia is part of the total Northern Territory Aboriginal 

population.) This similarity in the age pattern of fertility among the Aboriginal population in 

various parts of the country, especially in the most fertile ages, reveals, to some extent, the 

context of lack of geographical differences in recent levels of Aboriginal fertility in Australia.

It is interesting to note that the similarity in the age pattern of fertility is revealed by the use of 

two independent and different data sources, the census returns on Aboriginal women’s parity in 

the case of the total Aboriginal population of the Northern Territory and Australia and service 

statistics of annual births to Aboriginal women in the case of the Aboriginal population of Central 

Australia, recorded by the health and registration systems.

The trend in Aboriginal total fertility rate in Central Australia from 1976 to 1986 (Figure 5.3) 

suggests a continuing decline, though with a slower pace during the later five year period than
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was observed from 1976 to 1981. During the ten years of the study period the total fertility rate 

(TFR) was reduced by 1.98. This decline in total fertility rate occurred mostly as a result of 

decline in the age-specific fertility rates in the later ages of childbearing, 30 and over, and the 

very early ages of less than 20. As Table 5-3 indicates, reduction in the fertility of women aged 

30 and more averted 0.85 live births or about 43 per cent of the reduction in total fertility rate 

from 1976 to 1986 and reduction for the younger women aged less than 20 averted 0.72 live 

births or 36 per cent of the reduction in the total fertility rate during the study period.

Figure 5.3: Trends in the Aboriginal and total population total fertility rates, 1976-1986.
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T a b l e  5 - 3 :  Components of dedine in Aboriginal total fertility rate in Central Australia1 by 
women's age from 1976 to 1986

Age ASFRs CTFR2 ASFRs CTFR3 Decline Cumulative
groups , 1976 1976 1986 1986 (3)-(5) per centage

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

15-19 294.1 1.47 150.9 0.75 0.72 36.4
20-24 260.0 1.30 182.8 0.91 0.39 56.1
25-29 150.3 0.75 145.1 0.73 0.02 57.1
30-34 121.0 0.61 63.9 0.32 0.29 71.7
35-39 114.6 0.57 41.4 0.21 0.36 89.9
40-44 57.1 0.29 17.9 0.09 0.20 100.0
TFR 4.986 4.99 3.010 3.01 1.98

1 See subsection 5.2.2.
2 3 Components of total fertility rate by age per woman: 
CTFR = (ASFR*5)/1000.

The decline in fertility of the women in their peak childbearing ages of 20-29 during 1976-1986 

averted only 0.41 live births or about 21 per cent of the total reduction in the total fertility rate.

T a b l e  5 - 4 :  Aboriginal fertility trends in Central Australia1, 1976-86

Age
Groups 1976

Aqe-Specific Birth rates2 
1981 1986

15-19 294.1 197.4 150.9
20-24 260.0 208.0 182.8
25-29 150.3 150.0 145.1
30-34 121.0 79.5 63.9
35-39 114.6 11.6 41.4
40-44 57.1 13.9 17.9

TFR3 4.986 3.302 3.010
CBR4 40.70 32.07 30.87
N 185 218 265

1 For 1976, Central Australia (areas between parallels 20 and 26 in the Northern Territory) includes 8 major Aboriginal 
population centres: Alice Springs, Amoonguna, Areyonga, Hermannsburg, Papunya, Santa Teresa, Yuendumu and 
Docker River. For 1981 and 1986 the data cover 12 major Aboriginal population centres: Alice Springs, Amoonguna, 
Areyonga, Hermannsburg, Papunya, Santa Teresa, Ti Tree, Warrabri (Ali Curung), Willowra, Yuendumu, Utopia and 
Docker River.
2 Number of live births to each thousand women of the specified age per year,
3 Total fertility rate is the number of live births that a woman would have if she experienced each of the age-specific 
birth rates between exact ages 15 and 50.
4 Crude birth rate is total births in a year per 1000 total population.

The trend in Aboriginal total fertility rate in Central Australia is consistent with the process of 

overall decline in Aboriginal fertility in Australia (Table 5-5) associated, as suggested by Gray
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(1983:313-314), with the improvement in health services in Aboriginal communities, emphasis 

on family planning methods by medical practitioners, and socio-economic changes within 

Aboriginal households including greater opportunities for secondary education for Aboriginal 

children. Figure 5.3 reveals that as a result of the decline in Aboriginal fertility, the gap between 

the total fertility rates of the Aboriginal population and the total population, both in the Northern 

Territory and total Australia level, is narrowing.

T a b le  5 -5 : Trend in total fertility rate, Aboriginal women in Central Australia1 compared to the 
total Northern Territory2 and total Australia women, 1976-1986

Reference population 1976 1981 1986

Aboriginal women:
- Central Australia 4.986 3.302 3.010
- Northern Territory. 4.900 3.800 3.200
- Australia 4.0703 3.3204 2.8415

Total women:
- Northern Territory 3.0606 2.6297 2.388
- Australia9 2.061 1.936 1.873

1 Areas between parallels 20 and 26 in the Northern Territory.
^Averages for 1971-76, 1976-81 (Gray, 1982:9) and 1981-86 (Gray, unpublished).
3 Average 1971-1976 (Gray, 1983:87).
4 Average 1976-1981 (Gray, 1983:87).
5 Average 1981-1986 see Chapter 2.
6,7 ABS, 1982:3,8.
8 ABS, 1987b:7.
9 ABS, 1982:3,8; 1987b:7.

5.4.2 Fertility Differentials

In order to study the relationship between fertility and characteristics of the Aboriginal women, 

especially those related to the status of women, two characteristics were selected: the age at 

leaving school and the labour force status. It has been argued that the decline in fertility 

experienced by Australian women since the early 1960s was partly a function of changes in 

position and role of women in the society associated with, among other things, increasing 

participation outside the home and greater access to higher, secondary and post secondary 

education (Hugo and Wood, 1983:48-62). Working with the 1986 Census data Gray 

(unpublished) found that Aboriginal women who left school at ages 17,18 or higher or were still 

at school had lower fertility possibility due to delay in the commencement of childbearing. 

Similarly, he found that employed women had lower fertility than unemployed (seeking work)
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and those not in the labour force. The contrasts were more striking in the major urban areas 

where the opportunities for different lifestyles are greatest. Gray argues that age at leaving 

school could be classified in the determinants of fertility while labour force status can be both a 

cause and an effect of fertility.

It seems that the findings of this study in Central Australia are consistent with those of the total 

Australian population and the total Aboriginal population as was seen above. Measured by the 

average number of children ever bom to women in various childbearing age groups, it was 

found (Table 5-6) that Aboriginal women in Central Australia who left school at higher ages, 

especially 17-18, had lower parity. This pattern is observed in all age groups. Indices of 

childlessness and maternal fertility also reveal this pattern (Table 5-7). Apart from those women 

who did not go to school, who also have a higher value of the childlessness index, the values of 

the index increase steadily with increasing age at leaving school, which reflects the delays 

occurring in the commencement of childbearing as women stay longer in educational 

institutions. The apparently inconsistent very high value of the index for those women who did 

not go to school may include a higher proportion of infecund women rather than delay in 

commencement of childbearing. This is because variation in the size of the childlessness index 

not only is associated with variation in the proportion of women who delayed their childbearing 

but also reflects infecundity in some categories (Gray, unpublished).
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T a b le  5 - 6 :  Average number of children ever borne by Aboriginal women by age group in 1986 
and age at leaving school, Central Australia 1,

Age at leaving Aae qroups
school 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34

Including women whose parity not stated
Did not go to school 0.23 1.22 2.48 3.24
Less than 13 0.53 1.31 2.67 2.78
13-16 0.42 1.31 2.07 3.12
17-18 0.20 0.97 1.62 2.54
19 and over - - 1.75 *

Still at school - - - -
Not stated 0.29 0.83 1.58 2.17
Total 0.33 1.12 2.04 2.67

Excluding women whose parity not stated
Did not go to school 0.29 1.32 2.58 3.32
Less than 13 0.62 1.70 2.91 2.78
13-16 0.51 1.43 2.19 3.28
17-18 0.29 1.20 1.88 2.75
19 and over - - 2.33 •

Still at school - - - -
Not stated 0.53 1.71 2.45 3.13
Total 0.47 1.43 2.34 3.05

1 Areas between parallels 20 and 26 in the Northern Territory. Basic data from ABS, 1988 (Census 86). 
* Frequencies less than five.

The index of maternal fertility which is a measurement of the intensity of fertility more clearly 

signifies age at leaving school as a determinant of fertility. It can be seen from the last column in 

Table 5-7 that the values of the index drop as the age at leaving school increases. It shows that 

mothers who did not go to school or spent less time in school have more children than those 

who left school at later ages, who delayed having children or started working outside the home 

because of their qualifications related to their length of schooling.
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Table 5-7: Aboriginal women with no children, reported children ever borne by Aboriginal 
women aged 15-34, and mothers by age at leaving school, Central Australial, 1986

Age at leaving No children Mothers
school Number Index2 Number CEB3 Index4

Did not go to school 53 156 95 316 117
Less than 13 13 100 30 82 111
13-16 203 107 423 1030 98
17-18 24 126 50 118 89
19 and over ♦ - 10 30 94
Still at school 17 85 - - -
Not stated 48 64 135 371 103
Total 359 100 743 1924 100

1 Areas between parallels 20 and 26 in the Northern Territory. Basic data from ABS, 1988 (Census 86).
 ̂Childlessness index: indirectly age-standardized index of number of women with no children against expected number 

(Gray, unpublished).
3 Children ever borne
4 Index of maternal fertility: indirectly age-standardized index of average number of children ever borne by mothers 
(CEB) against expected number (Gray, unpublished).
* Frequencies less than five.

Whether we take it as a determinant or a consequence of fertility or both, the relationship 

between labour force status and fertility, as can be seen in tables 5-8 and 5-9 in the case of 

Aboriginal women of Central Australia, is very distinctive. The data in Table 5-8 suggest that 

women in all age groups who are employed have substantially lower fertility, measured by the 

average number of children ever borne, than women unemployed and especially those not in 

the labour force.

Table 5-8: Average number of children ever borne by Aboriginal women by labour force status 
and age group in 19861 Central Australia

Labour force Aqe qroups
status 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34

Including women whose parity not stated
Employed 0.28 0.72 1.64 2.87
Unemployed 0.33 0.98 1.73 2.41
Not in labour force 0.42 1.33 2.34 3.07
Not stated 0.06 0.75 0.92 1.35
Total 0.33 1.12 2.04 2.75

Excluding women with parity not stated
Employed 0.35 0.89 1.89 3.00
Unemployed 0.42 1.17 2.03 2.75
not in labour force 0.60 1.69 2.54 3.31
Not stated 0.20 1.80 3.67 4.60
Total 0.47 1.43 2.34 3.14

1 Areas between parallels 20 and 26 in the Northern Territory. Basic data from ABS, 1988 (Census 86).
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It has been argued that those not in the labour force may include women who worked before 

and dropped out to have children; thus, the high fertility rates associated with women not in the 

labour force may not necessarily represent those who never worked (O’Connell and Rogers, 

1982:284). This supports the classification of labour force status in the category of fertility 

effects rather than causes. The existence of an inverse relationship between fertility and 

employment is strikingly revealed by the indices of childlessness and maternal fertility presented 

in Table 5-9. The marked difference in the values of the childlessness index between the 

employed women and those not in the labour force suggests that there are few women with no 

children among those not in the labour force compared to those who are employed, where there 

are many more women with no children. Here, the index of childlessness clearly suggests that 

there is a pattern of increasing fertility differentials between employed women and those not in 

the labour force.

T a b le  5 -9 : Aboriginal women aged 15-34 with no children and reported number of children 
ever borne by Aboriginal women, and mothers by labour force status, Central Australia!, 1986

Labour force 
status

No children 
Number Index2 Number

Mothers
CEB3 Index4

Employed 61 130 35 289 91

Unemployed 122 136 42 420 98

Not in labour force 166 84 104 1181 102

Not stated 10 40 5 54 117

Total 359 100 186 1944 100

1 Areas between parallels 20 and 26 in the Northern Territory. Basic data from ABS, 1988 (Census 86).
p
c Childlessness index: indirectly age-standardized index of number of women with no children against expected number 
(Gray, unpublished).
3 Children ever borne
4 Index of maternal fertility: indirectly age-standardized index of average number of children ever borne by mothers 
(CEB) against expected number (Gray, unpublished).

The index of maternal fertility by labour force status of Central Australian Aboriginal women, 

presented in the last column of Table 5-9, substantiates the above interpretations. It shows that 

the employed mothers have lower fertility than those unemployed or not in the labour force 

compared to average Aboriginal mothers in Central Australia.
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Table 5 - 1 0 :  Aboriginal women by age groups in 1986 and age at leaving school, Central 
Australial,

Age at leaving Aqe Groups
school 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44

Did not go to school 26 41 50 42 72 63
Less than 13 15 13 12 9 9 10
13-16 230 191 179 100 61 33
17-18 10 37 29 13 6 1
19 and over 3 12 8 4 2 1
Still at school 46 - 1 - - -
Not stated 80 84 73 75 37 37
Total 410 378 352 243 187 150

1 Areas between parallels 20 and 26 in the Northern Territory. 
Source: ABS, unpublished.

Table 5-11: Aboriginal women 
Australial, 1986

Labour force

in particular labour force status and age groups, Central 

Aqe Groups
status 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44

Employed 40 47 70 45 34 28
Unemployed 100 107 82 58 59 29
Not in labour force 236 200 188 123 83 80
Not stated 34 24 12 17 11 13
Total 410 378 352 243 187 150

1 Areas between parallels 20 and 26 in the Northern Territory. 
Source: ABS, unpublished.
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5.5 Summary

In general, the estimates of Aboriginal fertility in Central Australia derived from birth registration 

records are consistent with those from the census for the same area and other parts of the 

country. This suggests that the quality of the data is sufficiently good and also the coverage was 

found to be improving over time. To make direct Aboriginal fertility estimates, it is necessary to 

distinguish Aboriginal birth records in the district registrar office, something which is difficult to 

do at present.

The decline in fertility of the Aboriginal women in Central Australia, like other parts of the 

country, has been continuing though with a slower pace. The level of Aboriginal fertility, while 

very similar in Central Australia to other parts of the country, is still much higher than that of the 

total population of Australia. (The total fertility rate is about 60 per cent higher.)

While fertility is still very high in the early ages of childbearing, with the peak age group of 

fertility being 20-24, the decline of Aboriginal fertility is mostly due to the reduction of fertility in 

the older ages of 30 and more and the very early ages of 15-19. The age pattern of fertility of 

the Aboriginal women in Central Australia is very similar to that of the total Northern Territory 

Aboriginal population.

Age at leaving school and labour force status are characteristics which are very clearly 

associated with the fertility behaviour of Aboriginal women. Women who left school at early 

ages or have never been to school had higher fertility than those who left school at later ages. 

Similarly the fertility of employed women is much lower than of those unemployed or not in the 

labour force. The proportion of childless women who are not in the labour force is much lower 

than among employed women, which suggests that a pattern of differentials exists between 

those Aboriginal women who work outside the home and those who do not.



Chapter 6

Demographic Characteristics of Alice Springs Aboriginal
Population

6.1 Population size and growth

Aborigines are the largest ethnic minority group in Alice Springs. In 1986 this group made up 

about 15 per cent of the total population of the town (ABS, 1988b:Table CX7012). According to 

the 1986 population census figures (ABS, 1988c:Table ABSTAT2), the total population of Alice 

Springs was 22,759 persons of whom 3,428 persons were reported as Aborigines and Torres 

Strait Islanders1 2 3. Compared with the 1981 census returns, the intercensal population growth for 

the total town population and Aboriginal population suggests overall average annual growth 

rates of 4.26 and 2.84 per cent respectively. The crude birth rates and crude death rate3 of the 

Aboriginal population in Central Australia4 in 1986 are estimated to be, respectively, 30.9 (Table 

5-1 in Chapter 5) and 9.0 (Table 4-1 in Chapter 4); implying an average annual natural growth 

rate of 2.19 per cent per year. Assuming that the natural growth rate of the Alice Springs 

Aboriginal population is the same as for the Aborigines of the whole Central Australia, then 

migration to Alice Springs accounts for only about 23 per cent of the overall annual growth rate 

of the Aboriginal population in Alice Springs (for detailed migration analysis see Chapter 7).

1 The terms 'Aborigines' and ‘Aboriginal population' will be used as a single category taken to include Torres Strait 

Islanders.

2 Crude birth rate is the total number of births in a year per thousand total mid-year population.

3 Crude death rate is the total number of deaths in a year per thousand total mid-year population.

4 Area between parallels 20 and 26 in the Northern Territory is referred to in this thesis as CentralAustralia.
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Applying the overall intercensal population growth rate of 2.84 per cent per year, the total 

Aboriginal population of Alice Springs in June 1987 is estimated to have been 3,527 persons. 

Table 6-1 below presents the growth of Alice Springs’s population from 1961 to 1987 by 

Aboriginality.

Table 6-1: Population growth in Alice Springs 1961-1987

Years Total population Aboriginal (recorded) Non
Abort-

Number Rate Total Rate Camps ginal

1961d 4648 589 3914
1966d 6390 6.4 875 7.9 4815
197ld 11179 11.2 1369 9.0 250 6045
1976b 14149 4.7 1575 2.8 632 12574
1979 1063a
1981b 18395 5.7 2974 12.7 877a 15421
1983 987a
1985 1075a
1986b 22759 4.3 3428 2.8 1064a 19329
1987 23749C 4.3 3525c 1192© 20224C

a Tangentyere Council Inc. Alice Springs estimates 
b ABS censuses of population figures 
c Estimated based on 1981/1986 population growth 
d Drakakis-Smith, 1981:42
e 1987 population survey (conducted by the researcher)
Rate = Per cent annual average growth rate for the period ending at the respective year [ioge(P2/p1 )/n]*100, where 
pi =population at time 1 and p2=population at time 2.

It was mentioned in Chapter 3 that the Aboriginal population in Alice Springs can be classified 

into two groups, those who live in the town proper and those who live in the town camps. In all 

there were 19 organized camps and about six ‘illegal’ or temporary camps in 1987. The 

historical circumstances which helped the development of the town camps and also resulted in 

residential dualism of the Aborigines in Alice Springs were discussed in Chapter 3 and the 

socio-economic and cultural conditions and differentials among the camp population and the 

town Aborigines are presented in Chapter 8.

The survey which was conducted during April-June 1987 covered all households living in 

various camps including organized and temporary camps, plus a purposive sample of 183 

Aboriginal households from the town proper. The town sample constitutes about 37 per cent of
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all Aboriginal households living in the town itself. The survey results indicate that about 1,192 

persons are living in 25 town camps and 866 persons are living in 183 selected dwellings in the 

town proper.

During the survey it was found, as Table 6-2 shows, that in the camps about 10 per cent of the 

people were reported as visitors to the households. The figure is about 6 per cent for the town 

residents. While there were equal numbers of male and female visitors to the town households 

the visitors to the town camps were predominantly males. The data demonstrate that the 

Aboriginal people in the town camps are not merely visitors from elsewhere who wish to spend 

leisure time in Alice Springs, because about 89 per cent of the population are recognized as 

permanent household members. About 61 per cent of the adult town-campers have decided to 

continue living in Alice Springs for more than the next two years (See section 7.7 in Chapter 7). 

There is a balanced number of males and females which is an indication of the stability of the 

population.

Table 6-2: Aboriginal population by residence status and sex ratios, Alice Springs town and town 
camps, May 1987.

Town (Sample) 
Number % Number

Town-Camps
%

Total

Household Members:
Males 363 42.0 537 45.1 900
Females 446 51.5 520 43.6 966
Persons 809 93.5 1057 88.7 1866
Sex Ratio 81.4 103.3 93.2

Household visitors:
Males 28 3.2 69 5.8 97
Females 28 3.2 55 4.6 83
Persons 56 6.5 124 10.4 180
Sex Ratio 100.0 125.5 116.9

Total population: 
Males 391 45.2 613 51.4 1004
Females 474 54.8 579 48.6 1053
Persons 865 100.0 1192 100.0 2057

Sex Ratio 82.5 105.9 95.3

It should be noted that the classification of the population according to residence status 

presented above, is based on self definition or on the basis of the head of the household’s
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perception. Distribution of the population according to the duration of residence is discussed in 

Chapter 7.

6.2 Population composition

6.2.1 Sex composition

According to the survey results, presented in tables 6-2 and 6-3, it appears that the overall sex 

ratio of the Aboriginal population in Alice Springs is 95.3 which means that there are 95.3 males 

for each 100 females. The results of the 1986 population census give an even lower sex ratio of 

90.4 for the total Aboriginal population of Alice Springs.

The survey also reveals, as shown in Table 6-2, that the sex ratio is higher for town campers 

(105.9) and much lower for town residents (82.5): there are more males in the town camps and 

more females in the town. Although it appears that the overall sex ratio in town camps is more 

or less a balanced one, the sex compositions of the individual camps show large imbalances 

(Table 6-3). Generally the small number of the people in camps contributes to large fluctuations 

in the individual camps’ sex ratio figures, whereas such fluctuations conceal themselves in an 

overall average figure. The least balanced sex ratios can be found in camps 20 to 24 which are 

located on provisional unapproved sites without proper lease. These camps are inhabited 

mostly by men except camp number 20 where there are far more women than men. The sex 

imbalance of the visitors also contributed to an unbalanced sex ratio of an individual camp such 

as camp number 8 where the number of male visitors is three times the number of the female

visitors.
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Table 6-3: Sex composition of the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs town and town camps, 
May 1987.

Place of 
Residence

Males Females Persons Sex
Ratio

Town (Sample) 391 474 865 82.5

Camp 1 24 26 50 92.3
Camp 2 6 6 12 100.0
Camp 3 1 1 2 100.0
Camp 4 33 27 60 102.0
Camp 5 73 78 151 93.6
Camp 6 59 54 113 109.3
Camp 7 28 22 50 127.3
Camp 8 78 67 45 116.4
Camp 9 40 38 78 105.3
Camp 10 12 9 21 133.3
Camp 11 40 32 72 125.0
Camp 12 20 14 34 142.9
Camp 13 32 34 66 94.1
Camp 14 21 22 43 95.5
Camp 15 30 26 56 115.4
Camp 16 30 39 69 76.9
Camp 17 14 14 28 100.0
Camp 18 3 7 10 42.9
Camp 19 12 9 21 133.3
Camp 20 9 15 24 60.0
Camp 21 10 6 16 166.7
Camp 22 7 4 11 175.0
Camp 23 6 4 10 150.0
Camp 24 7 5 12 140.0
Camp 25 18 20 38 90.0
Total Camps 613 579 1192 105.9

Total 1004 1053 2057 95.3
Total (Census 86)1 1626 1798 3424 90.4

1 ABS, 1988b: Table CX7012.

Examination of sex ratio figures by age, as shown in Table 6-4, suggests that the Aboriginal 

population of Alice Springs town proper has low sex ratios in all age groups. The apparently 

very high ratio in the age group 50 to 59 is due to a small number of observations in older ages 

in our sample of the town proper Aboriginal households. In fact, the sex ratio for ages 50 years 

and over in the town proper is about 83, a figure which is comparable with other age groups.



Table 6-4: Sex ratios of Alice Springs Aboriginal population by 10 year age groups in comparison 
with those for the total Aboriginal population of the Northern Territory. (Sex ratio=number of males 
per 100 females)
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Age Town Town Total Northern
groups Camps Territory

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

0-9 82.4 101.5 96.3 103.6
10-19 84.0 139.2 88.5 99.2
20-29 88.4 87.0 86.3 89.5
30-39 71.0 113.0 96.2 87.5
40-49 73.5 113.3 93.8 93.5
50-59 120.0 114.3 102.8 87.8
60-69 60.0 112.0 64.8 74.0
70+ 20.0 25.0 57.1 72.6
Total 82.5 105.9 90.4 94.7

Sources: Basic data for columns (2) & (3) from 1987 survey. Basic Data for columns (4) & (5) from 1986 ABS population 
census.

Similarly the town-camps have higher sex ratios from age group 10-19 to age group 60-69 years 

except for the age group 20-29 where there is a shortage of 17 males. The aggregate sex ratio 

for ages 50 years and over for the town-camps is about 97 which could be accounted for by the 

higher differential mortality for males in the older ages which is also the reason for the 

apparently very low sex ratio for ages 70 years and over in the town-camps.

The sex-ratio score, that is the mean difference between sex ratios for successive age groups, 

averaged irrespective of sign (United Nations, 1952:61), for Alice Springs Aboriginal population, 

covered in the survey, is about 22.17 which is comparable with the figure 21.27 derived from 

1986 census data for the whole Aboriginal population of Alice Springs. Both the figures, 

presented in Table 6-5, reflect the poor quality of age-sex data. However Table 6-5 shows that 

the score is becoming better as the size of the population under study becomes larger (the 

score is 9.41 for the total Central Australian Aboriginal population and 8.98 for the total Northern 

Territory Aboriginal population based on the 1986 census data) and on the contrary, the scores 

are becoming larger as the size of the populations under study is diminishing: the score is 30.16 

in the case of Alice Springs town-camps and 41.68 in the case of the Alice Springs town 

Aborigines based on 1987 survey data.
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The sex ratio at birth for the total Aboriginal population of Alice Springs covered in the 1987 

survey is 100 which means that during the 12 months prior to the survey equal numbers of baby 

boys and girls were born to the Aboriginal women living in Alice Springs.

Table 6-5: Evaluation of Aboriginal age and sex data.

Places Sex-ratio
score

Males

Age-ratio scores3 

Females

Joint 
score b

1987 Survey:
Alice Springs 22.17 15.96 15.65 98.13
-Town 41.68 51.17 21.89 198.11
-Camps 
1986 Census:

30.16 19.33 23.02 132.83

Alice Springs 21.27 13.10 15.53 92.45
CentralAustralia 9.41 2.81 8.33 39.38
Northern Territory 8.98 4.08 8.68 39.70

a Age-ratio score is the mean deviation of age ratios from 100 per cent irrespective of sign.
b Joint score is the addition of three times the sex-ratio score to the sum of the age-ratio scores for the two sexes 
(United Nations, 1952:61).

The overall sex ratio and also the figure relating to the sex ratio at birth obtained during the 

1987 survey for the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs are consistent with the similar figures 

for the whole of CentralAustralia and the total Aboriginal population of the Northern Territory, 

Table 6-6, derived from 1986 population census data.

Table 6-6: Overall sex ratio and sex ratio at birth, CentralAustralia and total Northern Territory 
Aboriginal population, 1986 census.

Places Overall 
Sex ratio

Sex ratio 
at birth

CentralAustralia 95.5 101.3
Northern Territory 94.7 100.2

Derived from: ABS 1986 Census of Population and Housing, Northern Territory, Table CA0001-Total persons-age by 
Aboriginal origin by sex, and Table CX7012 - Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Persons - age by sex Area between 
Parallels 20 and 26.

This indicates that the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs has a similar sex composition to 

that of the total Aboriginal population of CentralAustralia and also to that of the total Northern 

Territory Aboriginal population.
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6.2.2 Age structure

Generally speaking, the age composition of the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs is 

indicating, as Table 6-7 below shows, a young age structure with a large number of population 

in the younger ages and a small proportion in the older ages.

Table 6-7: Percentage distribution of Alice Springs Aboriginal population by broad age groups, 
median ages, aged-child ratios and age dependency ratios by town and camps, May, 1987.

Age Groups Town Camps Total

0-14 39.2 35 36
15-29 33.7 30 32
30-44 18.4 19 19
45-64 7.3 13 1 1

65 years and over 1.4 3 2

All ages 1 0 0 . 0 1 0 0 1 0 0

Median age (years) 19.2 2 2 . 6 2 1 . 1

Aged-Child Ratios 3.5 9.2 6.7
Age dependency ratiob 68.3 60.4 63.6

a Aged-child ratio = (Pg5 +/PQ_i 4 ) 1 0 0 , 13 Age dependency ratio = [(Pq- 1 4  + ^ 65+)^ 15-64^°°

If we take the proportion of children under age 15 as an indication of the degree to which a 

population is old or young and is aging or becoming younger, and decide that with 30 per cent 

of the population under age 15 the population can be called ‘old' and with 40 per cent and over 

as ‘young’ (Shryock and Siegel, 1971:234), then the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs with 

36 per cent of population under age 15, as Table 6-7 shows, falls in the upper half of the 

intermediate category. The 1986 population census results give the proportion of population 

under age 15 as 37 per cent which is very close to the 1987 survey results and hence confirms 

the above conclusion. But if we use the proportion of aged persons as an indicator of a young or 

old population which classifies populations with 10 per cent or more 65 years and over as old 

and those with under 5 per cent as young, then the results of the 1987 survey and also of the 

1986 population census, which give the proportions of aged persons as about 2 and 3 per cent 

respectively, are indicative of a young age structure for the Aboriginal population of Alice 

Springs.

Another index, the aged-child ratio, which is the number of old persons to the number of 

children, shows (Table 6-7) that with a value of 6.7 the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs is
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indeed a very young population because the limits for characterizing a population as young or 

old by this index are values under 15 and over 30 (Shryock and Siegel, 1971:234). Again the 

census returns for 1986 give an aged-child ratio of 8.4 for the total Alice Springs population 

which is indicative of a young age structure. Similarly, Table 6-7 shows that the median age, the 

age which divides the population into two equal-sized groups, of the Aboriginal population of 

Alice Springs, is just above the lower limit of the intermediate category (with median age 

between 20 and 29 years) while the 1986 census provides a median age of 19.6 years.

Accordingly the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs can be classified as young. In Table 6-8 

summary measures of the age composition of the Alice Springs Aboriginal population for the 

years 1976, 1981 and 1986 are compared with those for the Northern Territory and total 

Australian Aboriginal populations for the same years based on census data.

Table 6-8: Summary measures of age composition of Alice Springs, the Northern Territory and the 
whole Aboriginal population of Australia, 1976-1986.

Populations Median Per cent Per cent Aged- Age
and Age under 65 years child depen-
years Age 15 & over ratio dency

ratio

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Alice Springs:
1976 15.0 50.1 2.8 5.6 112.3
1981 15.6 42.0 4.2 10.0 86.0
1986 19.6 37.0 3.1 8.4 67.0

Northern Territory:
1976 18.0 43.5 3.8 8.7 89.9
1981 18.4 42.3 3.4 7.9 83.9
1986 19.2 39.7 4.1 6.8 73.5

Australia:
1976 17.9 43.2 1.7 3.9 81.6
1981 18.0 42.6 2.8 6.7 83.2
1986 19.0 39.8 2.7 6.7 73.7

The process of aging of the Aboriginal population is clearly indicated by Table 6-8 and is visible 

from the population pyramids in figure 6-1. Increase in the median ages, decline in the 

percentages of the population under age 15 and increase in the relative sizes of the 15 to 65 

age groups, which resulted in drops in the age dependency ratios from 1976 to 1988, have 

occurred in all the three populations shown. Generally, other indices computed in Table 6-8,
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such as the proportion of the old persons and the aged-child ratios also confirm the process of 

change in the age composition from a young structure to a more mature one. The apparently 

inconsistent figures of 1981 in columns (4) and (5) of Table 6-8 could be related to the overall 

underestimation of the Aboriginal population at the 1981 census (Gray and Smith, 1983:7) and 

especially of the 0-4 age group which was more evident for the Northern Territory (Gray, 

1987:3).

In Figure 6.1 the age structure of the Alice Springs Aboriginal population and its residential sub­

groups are compared with those of CentralAustralia and the whole of the Northern Territory 

Aboriginal populations. As can be seen from Figure 6.1, the pyramids of Aboriginal age 

structure no longer possess the sharp triangle shape of high fertility and high mortality 

populations, instead, the bases of the pyramids are converting to barrel shapes due to the 

decrease in the proportion of children under 15 years of age resulting from a decline in 

Aboriginal fertility, discussed in Chapter 2 in the case of the total Aboriginal population of 

Australia and in Chapter 5 in relation to the Aboriginal population of CentralAustralia.

The pyramids in Figure 6.1 are becoming smoother as the sizes of the populations increase.



150

Figure 6.1: Age structures of the Aboriginal population
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In comparing the Alice Springs Aboriginal population age composition reported in the 1987 

survey for the town camps and town Aboriginal residents with each other and with those 

reported in the 1986 census for Alice Springs and the total Northern Territory Aboriginal 

populations, it will be useful to see their relative differences and similarities. In order to do so the 

index of relative differences and also the index of dissimilaritye for the populations mentioned 

above have been computed and presented in Table 6-9.

Table 6-9 shows that the magnitude of the differences between the results of the 1986 census 

and the 1987 survey age distributions of the Aboriginal population in Alice Springs as well as the 

differences between the census returns for 1981 and 1986 and also the differences between the 

Alice Springs Aborigines and the total Northern Territory Aboriginal population age structures 

are consistent and are reasonably small. But in contrast, the age structures of the Alice Springs 

town Aborigines and those in the town-camps are not very similar to each other.

5 The index of relative difference shows the magnitude of the difference between any two age distributions and is 

defined as the deviations of the age-specific indexes from 100, summed without regard to sign (Shryock and Siegel, 

1971:232).

6 Index of dissimilarity is another measure of the difference between two age distributions which is based on the 

absolute differences between the per cents at each age (Shryock and Siegel, 1971:232-233).
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Table 6-9: Index of relative difference and index of dissimilarity

Populations Index of Relative Index of
under study Difference Dissimilarity

Alice Springs
(1987 Survey:1986 Census)

- Persons 8.32 6.95
- Females 8.04 8.13
- Males 8.53 5.80

(1987 Survey, Persons)
- Town-camps :Town 23.45 12.47

(1981 Census:1986 Census)
- Females 7.55 6.03
- Males 10.88 8.10

1986 Census
(Alice Springs:N.T. Aborigines)

- Females 7.83 5.60
- Males 7.49 6.52

6.2.3 Marital status

Data from the 1987 survey indicate that marriage (including de facto) is an almost universal 

phenomenon among the Aborigines of Alice Springs. As Tables 6-10 and 6-11 show, about 96 

per cent of the males and 97 per cent of the females in the town proper as well as 96 per cent of 

the males and 99 per cent of the females in the town-camps eventually marry by the age of 50. 

The proportion of the male population in the town remaining single at age 55 and over is about 4 

per cent while only 3 per cent of the females remain single at age 55 years and over. In the 

town-camps less than 1 per cent of the males and none of the females are single at age 55 

years and over.

It was found that early marriage is very common among the Aboriginal population of Alice 

Springs; a sizable proportion of the population marries before reaching age 20. As Table 6-10 

shows, 10 per cent of the males and 21 per cent of the females in the town were married before 

20. But as Table 6-11 shows, the proportion marrying before 20 is higher in the town camps 

than in the town proper. In the town camps, 25 per cent of the males and 43 per cent of the 

females marry before reaching age 20. In general, females marr' 2.3 years younger than 

males. On average the singulate mean age at marriage (Hajnal, 1953:111-136) for the 

Aboriginal males in Alice Springs is 23.4 and for the females is 21.1 years. Age at marriage is



153

higher in the town than in the town camps for both males (1.6 years) and females (0.7 years). 

As can be seen from notes to Table 6-10, in the town proper the singulate mean age at 

marriage for the males is 23.9 and for the females it is 21.3 while these figures for the town- 

camps are 22.3 and 20.6 years respectively (see notes to Table 6-11).

Table 6-10: Alice Springs town Aboriginal population by marital status, 1987 Survey, proportions of 
age-sex totals.

Age M A L E S F E M A L E S

groups Married Used to 
be

Married

Never
Married

Married Used to 
be

Married

Never
Married

15-19 .1000 .0000 .9000 .2105 .0000 .7895
20-24 .5000 .0526 .4474 .4815 .2407 .2778
25-29 .5778 .0800 .3422 .5381 .3158 .1461
30-34 .7600 .1065 .1335 .5946 .3298 .0756
35-39 .8086 .1335 .0579 .5973 .3438 .0589
40-44 .8572 .0958 .0470 .6000 .3578 .0422
45-49 .7766 .1874 .0361 .5000 .4745 .0255
50-54 .6429 .2143 .0361 .3971 .5774 .0255
55+ .6154 .3485 .0361 .2941 .6804 .0255

Notes:
(a) Married and used to be married include de facto marriages,
(b) Singulate Mean age at Marriage: Males = 23.9 years, Females = 21.3 years,
(c) Inconsistent figures derived from reported data were replaced by figures derived from interpolation or extrapolation of 
the adjacent figures.
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Table 6-11: Alice Springs town-camps population by marital status by sex, 1987 Survey, 
proportions of age-sex totals.

Age M A L E S  F E M A L E S

Groups Married Used to 
be

Married

Never
Married

Married Used to 
be

Married

Never
Married

15-19 .2203 .0339 .7458 .4118 .0196 .5686
20-24 .6379 .0690 .2931 .6119 .1642 .2239
25-29 .6807 .0771 .2422 .6497 .1833 .1670
30-34 .7234 .0851 .1915 .6875 .2083 .1042
35-39 .7377 .1375 .0722 .6923 .2692 .0385
40-44 .7520 .1900 .0558 .6000 .3667 .0333
45-49 .7181 .2424 .0395 .5381 .4453 .0089
50-54 .5789 .3979 .0232 .4762 .5238 .0000
55+ .4397 .5534 .0069 .3721 .6279 .0000

Notes:
(a) Married and used to be married include de facto marriages,
(b) Singulate Mean age at Marriage: Males = 22.3 years, Females = 20.6 years,
(c) Inconsistent figures derived from reported data were replaced by figures derived from interpolation or extrapolation of 
the adjacent figures.

Generally, wives are younger than husbands but in 16 per cent of cases studied in the town and 

14 per cent in the town-camps husbands were younger than their wives.

As can be seen from Table 6-12, while the distribution of currently married household heads by 

their age differences with their spouses in the town and town-camps show some similarities, 

they also demonstrate different patterns. For example, while the proportion of the couples in the 

town with no age difference is similar to that in the town-camps, generally the age gaps between 

the household heads and their wives are wider in the town-camps than those in the town proper. 

While 32 per cent of such couples in the town have an age difference of 1 to 2 years, the figure 

for the town-camps is only 24 per cent. At the same time the proportion of the household heads 

with 10 years or more age difference from their spouses in the town-camps is nearly two times 

that in the town proper.
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Table 6-12: Distribution of differences between the ages of the household heads and their spouses 
in Alice Springs town and town-camps, 1987 survey.

Husband and wife Town Town-camps
age difference 
(years) Number (%) Number (%)

0 13 12 13 13
1 18 16 13 13
2 17 16 11 11
3 10 9 14 14
4 12 10 9 9
5-9 32 29 26 26
10+ 8 7 13 13
Total 110 100 99 100

Separation, divorce and widowhood claim a large proportion of the Aboriginal women in Alice 

Springs, especially in the town proper. As early as at ages 20 to 24 about a quarter of the 

females are already separated from their spouses, divorced or widowed; (the category ‘used to 

be married’) and at age 55 years and over the proportion with this status is as high as 68 per 

cent. The figures for Aboriginal males in the same age groups in the town proper are only 5 per 

cent and 35 per cent respectively (see Table 6-10). In the town-camps around 16 per cent of the 

females in age group 20-24 are reported to be in separated, divorced or widowed and at age 55 

years and over about 63 per cent are in this status while the proportions of the men in this 

status at ages 20-24 and 55 years and over are lower, about 7 per cent and 55 per cent 

respectively.

The difference in the number of men and women who ‘used to be married’, both in the town and 

in the town-camps, especially in the younger and middle ages, could be accounted for by 

remarriage of Aboriginal men with younger girls. Both Table 6-10 and Table 6-11 show that the 

proportion of females currently married at ages 15-19 is twice that of males. Naturally, with a 

low sex ratio (97.4) in ages 15-19, more than half of the women in these ages are married to 

men in ages over 20, many of whom were married before. For the older persons the difference 

between male and female ‘used to be married’ status is also affected by the differential mortality 

among men and women which favours females (see Chapter 4). Some cases of polygyny also 

occur especially among the Aborigines of the town-camps.
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Compared to the total Aboriginal population of the Northern Territory and Australia, as Table.6- 

13 shows, according to the 1987 survey data marriage is more common among the Aboriginal 

population of Alice Springs. The table also shows that Alice Springs Aborigines marry at 

younger ages and the difference between the male and female singulate mean age at marriage 

is greater (2.3 years) than those for both the Northern Territory Aborigines (1.9 years) and the 

whole country Aboriginal population (1.4 years).
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Table 6-13: Proportions of the Aboriginal population currently married in selected age groups and 
areas.

Age groups Alice Northern Australia
Springs Territory 1986 Census

1987 Survey 1986 Census

(1) (2) (3) (4)

M A L E S
15-19 .141 .075 .021
25-29 .613 .543 .347
35-39 .785 .703 .538
45-49 .757 .716 .589
55+ .556 .670 .536
SMAM 23.4 25.0 28.3

F E M A L E S
15-19 .279 .232 .067
25-29 .576 .590 .407
35-39 .629 .683 .538
45-49 .513 .596 .542
55+ .321 .375 .380
SMAM 21.1 23.1 26.9

(3) Basic data from ABS, 1988a: N.T. Table CA002,
(4) Basic data from ABS, 1988a: Australia Table CA002.

6.3 Household structure

6.3.1 Household size

Household is often, as in this case, the unit of enumeration in demographic enquiries. A 

household ‘consists of a group of individuals who share living quarters and their principal 

meals...an individual living by himself is considered to be a one-person household for statistical 

purposes’ (United Nations, 1958:4). By this definition a person or persons living in the same 

dwelling unit comprise a ’household’, whether they are all related or not (Ross, 1982:299). 

The average size of a household in a population is a product of economic, social, 

cultural and demographic factors. Thus, it varies from time to time, place to place and society 

to society. Table 6-14 provides the distribution of households by size in Alice Springs town and

town-camps.
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Table 6-14: Household by size

Household
Size

Town (sample) Town camps

(persons) Number Cumulative No. Cumulative

1 11

percentages

5.9 9

percentages

5.3
2 18 15.6 13 12.9
3 28 30.7 16 22.4
4 39 51.8 9 27.7
5 36 71.3 25 42.5
6 18 81.0 18 53.2
7 14 88.6 18 63.9
8 9 93.5 8 68.6
9 5 96.2 11 75.1
10 3 97.9 12 82.2
11 0 97.9 6 85.5
12 2 99.0 7 89.9
13 0 99.0 4 92.3
14 1 99.5 1 92.9
15+ 1 100.0 12 100.0
All 185 169

Whereas some 70 per cent of the town Aboriginal households, as Table 6-14 shows, 

contained no more than 5 persons, nearly 60 per cent of the town camp households contained 

more than 5 persons, with a quarter of town camp households consisting of more than 9 

persons. There are 12 households with 15 or more persons in the camps, whereas only one 

such large household is found in the town. On average, as reflected in Table 6-15, Aboriginal 

household size is 6.7 persons in Alice Springs town and 7.1 persons in town camps.

One of the reasons for the larger household size for the town campers is the higher number of 

short time visitors to the town camp households. As mentioned in section 1, about 10 per cent of 

the people in the town camps and about 6 per cent of the town residents were reported as 

visitors to the households and the visitors to the town camps were predominantly males.
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Table 6-15: Household composition, Alice Springs Aboriginal population: May, 1987

Town camps Town(sample)

No. of households 169 185
No. of population: 1192 866
Household members 1057 809
Household visitors 124 57

Av. household size 7.1 4.7
Household heads: 169 185

-Males 97 73
-Females 72 112

Spouses of male heads 80 64
Spouses of female heads 34 43
Wife/male head ratio .82 .88
Husband/female head ratio .38 .47

The role of various factors in determining this pattern of characteristics is dealt with in the 

discussion of socio-economic, cultural and demographic differences between the town campers 

and Aborigines living in the town itself.

6.3.2 Pattern of relationships within the households

It should be noted that the relationship terms used in the survey interviews are considered in 

their European meaning and not according to Aboriginal usage. For example, a brother or sister 

here means siblings born to the same mother, not those traditionally considered as brothers or 

sisters in Aboriginal culture.

As we saw in Table 6-15, while the majority of household heads in the camps are men (57 

per cent), the majority (60 per cent) of the household heads in the town are women. Of 112 

sample Aboriginal households in the town, where women were reported as household 

heads only 43 of them (38 per cent) were living with their husbands or partners; a large 

number of them consist of single-mother families. Where men were reported as household 

heads, 88 per cent of them were living with their spouses.

In the town camps, there is also a number of basically single-parent households but compared 

with the town the number is relatively small (see Table 6-17). Where women were reported as 

household heads 47 per cent of them lived with their spouses which is a higher proportion than
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that of the town. Where men were reported as household heads 82 per cent of them were living 

with their spouses. This shows that there are more single-father households in the camps than 

in the town.

A close examination of the interviewed households in the town and in the town-camps indicated 

that in the town proper 20 per cent of the households were single-parent and another 10 per 

cent augmented (living with some other single relative or single non-relatives) single-parent 

households. A closer observation reveals that 52 cases or more than 28 per cent of the town 

sampled households were single-mother households whether augmented or not. In the town 

camps, there were only four single-parent households and 14 augmented single-parent 

households with three basically single-father households.

Data from the household survey, as depicted in Table 6-16, suggest that in the town, immediate 

members of the household, such as household head, husband or wife and head’s children 

constitute about 80 per cent of the household members while in the camps the figure is only 

47 per cent and many nuclear families are augmented with other relatives or non-relatives. 

While this indicates a more traditional orientation of the town-campers, also, as we have seen 

earlier, there are more visitors to town camps than to households living in the town proper, 

which increased the ratio of distant relatives and non-relatives to immediate members of the

households.
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Table 5-16: Relationship patterns within the households (per thousand).

Relationship to Town Town
household head camps

(N=865=1000) (N=1192=1000)

Household head 212 141
Husband/wife 126 95
Daughter/son 462 236
Daughter or son-in-law 9 39
Grandchildren 35 127
Father/mother 8 13
Brother/sister 29 39
Brother/sister-in-law 5 8
Nephew/niece 47 111
Grandparents 2 4
Uncle/aunt 2 29
Cousins 25 49
Other relations 12 59
Not related 23 28
Unknown 3 22
TotaJ 1000 1000

6.3.3 Household Types

In order to have a close look at the household structures and to determine various household 

types and their frequency of occurrence, the structures of the interviewed households, both in 

the town and in the town-camps, were examined one by one in detail. To arrive at a full 

description of household types, household structures were described by drawing diagrams of all 

relationships within the household. An illustration of various household structures observed is 

presented in Figure 6.2. The diagrams in the figure are examples of diverse combinations of 

relationships encountered in 351 diagrams of the interviewed households.

The method used for illustrating various relationships within the households by diagrams, as 

illustrated in Figure 6.2, is adapted, with minor modifications, from a similar work (Gray, 1987:3). 

In diagrams a short horizontal line links a husband and a wife, a short vertical line connects a 

child to a parent or parents, long horizontal, vertical and diagonal continuous or broken lines 

show other relationships and broken curves link non-relations and unknown relationships. Long 

vertical lines link grandparents to grandchildren. In some cases the relationships are labelled.



162

Examination of the household structures revealed that arriving at a relatively few basic types of 

classifications was a fairly straightforward matter because there were no endless combinations 

although the work of some writers about Aboriginal family typologies (Eckermann, Watts and 

Dixon, 1984:4) would lead one to expect them. This finding is in agreement with the 

findings of a recent study on Aboriginal Family Demography on the far north coast of New 

South Wales (Gray,1987a:2) where household structures were able to be classified into a 

relatively few basic types, and endless combinations were not observed.



Figure 6.2: Examples of Household Structures

F35----F33

M51--- M59--- M55-

M 0 7  M??-

■F60 /

(1) Diagram number, F34=Female age 34, M??= Male age unknown,
---- Hasband and wife, ---  Siblings, | Parents and childrenSiblings

Niece/nephew, Cousin, Other relatives,
Not related
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It may be mentioned that for the determination of household typologies two main views are 

prominent: ‘Compositional’, which takes into acount the composition of the household, that is 

the kinship and sex composition of the household members, and ‘Structural and Functional’, 

which takes the structure and function of the household such as relations of authority, 

socialization, intrafamilial relations nd so on as the criteria for grouping the households into 

specific types (Hancioglu, 1985:62).

In line with some other works constructing household typologies which have frequently mixed 

the two approaches (Timur, 1974; Nimkoff and Middleton, 1960), it would be appropriate to 

consider a combined approach which could possibly best describe the specific household 

structures of our study population.

Looking at the example diagrams presented in Figure 6.2, we can find single parents living 

with their children (Diagram 1). There were 40 such cases, 38 of them women with their 

children, in the interviewed households. Also, another 32 such households were augmented 

with some other single relatives or single non-relatives such as the case in Diagram 2; again 

29 cases were women with their children. Sometimes we have one-person households (16 

cases) and single-generation households (5 cases) as exemplified by Diagram 3. Such 

households which represen non-familial structures could be classified into one category. Some 

writers (Timur, 1974) used the term ‘dissolved family’ to describe such structures but I prefer 

to use the term ‘non-familial households’ which covers in addition the dissolved families where 

one of the spouses is missing, and other possibilities such as single generation and one person 

household.

Diagrams 4 and 5 in Figure 6.2 are examples of typical simple nuclear households. There were 

90 such cases among the interviewed households.

In 103 cases, simple nuclear households were extended by the addition of some other single 

relatives or non-relatives, or widowed parents or widowed grandparents. Some examples of
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these cases are Diagrams 6 and 7. To describe such households I am borrowing the term 

‘augmented nuclear1 (Gray, 1987:5) with more restricted application. Its usage is restricted 

because here it does not cover couples with their married children and grandchildren.

There were 17 cases in which two or more couples were linked together lineally, that is, 

parent-child relations existed among them. In some cases such households were also 

extended by addition of some other unmarried relatives or non-relatives. Diagram 8 

represents such a structure. To group them together I use the term ‘lineally extended’ 

households which was used elsewhere (Timur, 1974) in a similar way but only to describe 

patriarchal relationships, that is, the link between a couple and their married sons and wives 

with their children.

Twenty three households consist of couples who lived together with their children or without 

children, and their married relatives or non-relatives without their parents or grandparents. 

The relation linkages between two or more couples in these cases were also horizontal and 

not in direct line of descent from the basic household unit. Diagram 9 in Figure 6.2 is an 

example of this type of structure. The term ‘joint households’ (Gray, 1987:6) best describes such 

structures.

In 18 cases, joint households, as described above, were augmented with parents of one or 

more household units. With more complex structure, they were combined ‘lineal extended’ and 

‘joint’ households, therefore, to group them together the term ‘complex’ households will best 

describe such structures. Diagram 10 in Figure 6.2 is an example of complex household 

structures.

The process of reaching a meaningful household classification for the study population, as 

described above, is summarized in the table below which provides a typology covering all 

possible relationship combinations within the Aboriginal households in Alice Springs.
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Table 6-17: Distribution of Aboriginal households by type and average size, town and town-camps: 
Alice Springs

Household Households % Persons Average size
Types

Town Camps Town Camps Town Camps

Non-familial: 35 22 254 151 4.0 4.1
- one person household 4 5 9 9 1.0 1.0
- lone persons 0 3 0 14 0.0 2.8
- single parents 20 2 144 19 4.0 4.8

augmented 10 8 93 85 5.2 6.1
- other non-familiai 1 4 4 24 2.0 4.0
Simple nuclear 34 15 241 116 3.9 4.5
Augmented nuclear 27 32 300 343 6.0 6.5
Lineally extended 2 8 37 148 9.3 11.4
Joint 1 13 19 211 9.5 10.1
Complex 1 10 14 215 14.0 13.0
All 100 100 865 1192 4.7 7.1

In general, the size of the household is closely connected to the type of the household. In 

principle, non-familial and simple nuclear households tend to be of smaller sizes compared to 

other household types. A non-familial household may be formed by one person and simple 

nuclear households may be formed only by two persons, a man and his wife. The minimum 

number of persons required to form an augmented nuclear household is three persons, that 

is a couple and a relative or non-relative. Lineally extended households can only be formed 

with the existence of two couples, that is a couple and their married son or daughter with his or 

her spouse, therefore, a minimum of four persons is required. The same minimum requirement 

is true for the joint households, that is, two siblings with their spouses; and complex households 

can only be formed by five persons, that is, two couples and a father or mother.

As can be seen from the last two columns in Table 6-17 the average household size varies 

from four for non-familial households to 14 for complex households in the town and from 4.1 to 

13 in the camps. Generally, the average household sizes steadily increase for subsequent 

household types both in the camps as well as in the town proper.

6.4 Summary

Aborigines constitute about 15 per cent of the total population of Alice Springs. The average 

annual growth rate of the Aboriginal population is estimated to be about 2.84 per cent which is
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lower than the estimated 4.26 per cent growth of the total population of the town. With an 

average annual natural growth rate of 2.19 per cent per year, a small proportion of the overall 

Aboriginal population increase is due to migration.

In Alice Springs about 34 per cent of Aborigines live in 19 organized and about six temporary 

camps.

The existence of a high proportion of persons whose usual residence was reported as Alice 

Springs (90 percent were reported as household members), together with the majority intending 

not to migrate elsewhere for at least the next two years, suggests the stability of Alice Springs 

Aboriginal population.

While the sex ratio of the town campers is high (105.9), a very low sex ratio for the Aborigines of 

the town proper (82.5) resulted in an overall low sex ratio (95.3) for the the Aboriginal population 

of Alice Springs. A large number of single-mother Aboriginal households are living in the town 

proper, which contributes to the observed low Aboriginal sex ratio in the town proper. The small 

number of the people in camps contributes to large fluctuations in the individual camps’ sex ratio 

figures, where such fluctuations conceal themselves in an overall average figure. The most 

unbalanced sex ratios can be found in camps which are located on provisional unapproved sites 

without proper lease.

With a large number of people in the younger ages and a small proportion in the older ages, in 

general, the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs has a young age structure. Meanwhile, 

decline in the proportion of the population under age 15 and increase in the proportions of the 

15 to 65 age groups from 1976 to 1986 indicate the begining of the aging process. This is due to 

the reduced fertility of Aboriginal women (as discussed in Chapters 2 and 5) and the improved 

Aboriginal longevity in CentralAustralia (as discussed in Chapter 2 and Chapter 4).
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Marriage is more common among the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs than in the total 

Aboriginal population of the Northern Territory and Australia. More than 95 per ceni of either 

sex, both in the town proper and in the town-camps, eventually marry by the age of 50. Alice 

Springs Aborigines marry at younger ages. On average the singulate mean age at marriage for 

the Aboriginal males is 23.4 and for the females is 21.1 years. The difference between the male 

and female singulate mean age at marriage is greater (2.3 years) than those for both the 

Northern Territory Aborigines (1.9 years) and the whole country Aboriginal population (1.4 

years) and early marriage is very common.

Contrary to the general belief a relatively large number of Aboriginal households are basically 

nuclear, both in the town and in the town-camps, and a high proportion of Aboriginal people live 

in augmented nuclear households. But compared to the town-camps, a very low proportion of 

Aboriginal households in the town are composed of some types of extended structures. Even in 

the camps joint and complex types of households, which imply the combination of several 

household types and relationships, are not common. It was also found that a very large 

proportion of town Aboriginal households consist of non-familial types and in the town-camps 

nearly a quarter of households are of non-familial type. In the town, 28 per cent of the 

interviewed households basically consist of single-mother households. Large household size is 

a common feature of the Aboriginal communities in Alice Springs. Average household size 

is much higher in the camps than in the town. Even in the town the average household size is 

about five persons.



Chapter 7

Residence Stability and Migration

7.1 Introduction

In Chapter 1, assessment of the spatial stability of the Alice Springs Aboriginal population and 

their migration history was included as an objective of the study. Chapter 3 has shown how 

historical events during the last one hundred years, associated with the colonization of Central 

Australia by the Europeans, resulted in displacement of the Aboriginal people and whole 

communities in the area and helped the creation of the Aboriginal settlements and townships 

including the development of the Alice Springs town-camps. In this chapter, the residential 

stability of the Aboriginal population in Alice Springs is examined, together with its migration 

history and the factors behind migratory movements.

Data on migration were obtained directly by including questions in the survey about place of 

birth (place of usual residence of mother at the time of delivery), place of growing up, place of 

last previous residence and duration of residence in the place of enumeration. Also questions 

about the movements of people during the year preceding the survey provide information on 

population mobility and cyclic movements. Since only the Aborigines currently living in Alice 

Springs were included in the survey, it is unfortunately not possible to estimate out-migrants 

directly. But an indication of the magnitude of out-migration is provided by the answers to a 

question concerning the likelihood of out-migration during the next two years which was asked 

of all persons 12 years and over, and also through the collection of certain information about the 

former household residents who moved to other places during the two years preceding the

survey.
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For a comparative study of the migratory status of the Alice Springs Aboriginal population in 

relation to those of the total Alice Springs population and other populations, the 1986 ABS 

population census data on places of residence one and five years before the census were 

utilized.

7.2 Volume of migration

It is possible to classify the enumerated population into two broad categories of ‘migrants’ and 

‘non-migrants’ according to responses to the place-of-birth question. ‘Migrants’ are defined as 

persons who were enumerated in a place different from the place where they were born and 

‘non-migrants’ as persons who were enumerated in the place where they were born (United 

Nations, 1970:5).

Table 7-1: Aboriginal lifetime migrants and non-migrants to Alice Springs town and town camps

Place of Town Camps
Birth Number Percent Number Percent

Bom in Alice
Springs 518
- Age 12+ (302)
Bom elsewhere 347
- Age 12+ (292)
Total 865
- Total age 12+ (594)

60 402 34

(51) (206) (24)

40 790 66

(49) (591) (69)

100 1192 100

(100) (851 )a (100)

a Total includes 54 persons whose place of birth was not known.

As Table 7-1 indicates, 60 per cent of the Aborigines who currently live in Alice Springs town 

proper were born in Alice Springs but this figure is 34 per cent for the town campers. By this 

definition 40 per cent of town Aborigines and 66 per cent of town campers are lifetime migrants 1 

to Alice Springs.

Place of birth data cannot provide information on direct moves, that is for persons who have 

migrated more than once, place of birth gives no information on residence at the time of last 

move. Instead, data on place of last residence will permit identification of persons as migrants

1 Migration that has occurred between birth and the time of the census or survey has been called lifetime migration 
(Shryockand Siegel, 1971:618).
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whenever their place of last previous residence and place of current residence are not the 

same. Therefore, according to the ‘last residence’ definition ‘migrants’ include all lifetime 

migrants and return migrants, those who have ever lived outside their birth-place. ‘Non­

migrants’ will be those who have never lived outside their birth-place (United Nations, 1970:18). 

During the 1987 Survey, questions on place of last residence were asked of all persons 12 

years of age and over who had not lived all their lives in Alice Springs. The results are 

summarized in Table 7-2.

Table 7-2: Aboriginal population aged 12 years and over currently living in Alice Springs town and
town-camps by place of last previous residence.

Place of Last Previous Town Camps
Residence

Alice Springs

Number

205

Per cent 

35

Number

215

Per cent 

25

Elsewhere 339a 57 569b 67

Unknown 50 8 67 8

Total 594 100 851 100

a Of 339 persons currently living in town, who previously lived elsewhere, 294 were bom in Alice Springs, 
k Of 569 persons currently living in town-camps who previously lived elsewhere, 123 person were bom in Alice Springs.

As Table 7-2 shows, on the basis of place of last previous residence data, 57 per cent of adult 

town Aboriginal residents and 67 per cent of the town-campers are migrants.

7.3 Duration of residence

During the survey, the respondents were asked about the duration of their residence in the 

present place of residence. This question provided the timing of the last moves of migrants as 

presented in Tables 7-3 and 7-4. It was found that the level of Aboriginal migration to Alice 

Springs is significantly associated with the period of migration, taking 1981 as the thresholds. 

This suggests that

2 A statistical test shows that = 4.766 at 5% level of significance and a degree of freedom = 1.
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Table 7-3: Persons 12 years of age and over by duration of residence in Alice Springs and by place 
of current residence, May 1987.

Duration of Place of Current Residence
Residence
(years) Town

(Sample) %
Town

Camps %
All

Less than one year 72 12 115 14 187
1-3 37 6 139 16 176
3-6 56 9 174 20 230
6-10 52 9 148 17 200
10-15 56 9 68 8 124
15 years and over 87 15 56 7 143
All life 195 33 42 5 237
Unknown 39 7 109 13 148
All 594 100 851 100 1445

Table 7-4: Periods of in-migration of persons 12 years age and over.

Periods of Town Town-Camps
in-migration

Per cent

Before May 1972 24.2
May 72 to May 77 15.6
May 77 to May 81 14.4
May 81 to May 84 15.5
May 84 to May 86 10.3
After May 1986 20.0
Alia 100.0

Cumulative Per- Cumulative
Percent. cent Percentage

24.2 8.0 8.0
39.8 9.7 17.7
54.2 21.1 38.8
69.7 24.9 63.7
80.0 19.9 83.6

100.0 16.4
100.0

100.0

a Include lifetime migrants with known duration of residence only.

Aboriginal migration during the period after 1981 has undergone changes from that of the earlier 

years, and this is demonstrated by the data in Table 7-4. The table shows that the proportion of 

recent migrants, those who moved in after May 1986, is higher for the town than for the town 

camps. While more than half of the town adult Aboriginal residents moved in before May 1981 

the bulk of migrants to the town-camps moved in after that date. Development of the town- 

camps with the increasing availability of proper housing and other facilities and the security of 

permanent tenure they provide for the Aboriginal households, explain this process. The high 

proportion of the recent migrants to both areas includes some transients or visitors. The survey 

data on intentions to stay suggest that in the town proper about 40 per cent and in the town- 

camps about 22 per cent of those who moved in after May 1986 intended to move away during 

the next two years (Table 7-16). It also should be mentioned that 7 per cent of the migrants to
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the town and 4 per cent of the camp migrants are those who have a duration of residence of 

less than one month. The proportion of those who migrated before May 1972 is higher for the 

town than the town-camps. This is related to the early stages of the town-camps development 

where few or even no facilities existed in the town-camps and also the Northern Territory 

Administration, the town authorities and non-Aboriginal town citizen groups strongly opposed 

the idea of permanent settlement of Aborigines in the town-camps (Commonwealth of Australia, 

1971-76:152).

It could be concluded that after an initial high intake of Aboriginal migrants during the late 60s 

and 70s into the town proper, the intake has been stable during the last 10 years. This pattern of 

the Aboriginal migration flow to town is consistent with the growth of the town’s total population 

from 1960 to 1986. The annual average growth rate of Alice Springs’s total population during 

the period 1961-1966 is estimated at about 6.4 per cent which increased to 11.2 percent during 

the next five years, and then became stable between 4 and 5 per cent per year for the next 15 

years. The average intercensal growth rate of the Aboriginal population in Alice Springs is 

estimated to have been about 2.84 per cent between 1981 and 1986 (see Chapter 6). This trend 

in the growth rate of the total population of Alice Springs from 1960 is a reflection of the fact that 

Alice Springs was becoming an important area for tourism, administration services and strategic 

defence purposes (see section 3.6 of Chapter 3); it is now firmly established as such.

For the town-camps the intake of migrants reached its peak during the early 80s which 

coincides with the establishment and subsequent growth of the town campers’ umbrella 

organization the ‘Tangentyere Council’. Then, the intake of migration by the town-camps 

became stable at a high rate due to the development of town camps as permanent secure 

residential areas for the Aboriginal people especially for the more traditionally oriented ones 

drifting from outlying settlements and missions to the town.

The observation of a stable high rate of Aboriginal migration intake to Alice Springs during the 

past years may not seem consistent with the findings of an earlier study which suggested that
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Alice Springs has played a minor role as a migrant destination (Young, 1981b:325). The pattern 

of town and camp population growth (Table 4-1) indicates a fairly stable Aboriginal population in 

town and in the camps for the last seven years, taking into consideration possible small 

variations in population counts during various operations; this seems to be in contradiction to an 

observed high level of Aboriginal migration intake. It seems that a high level of Aboriginal out­

migration from Alice Springs operates as a controlling factor against the high flow of Aboriginal 

migrants to the town. As mentioned in Chapter 6, the natural growth rate (the difference 

between annual crude birth and death rates) of the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs is 

estimated to be about 2.19 per cent per year. By subtracting it from the total 2.84 per cent 

average annual Aboriginal population growth rate in Alice Springs, then it will be found that the 

annual net Aboriginal migration gain in Alice Springs is only about 0.65 percent or about 23 per 

cent of the overall growth rate. This confirms the earlier studies’ findings that Alice Springs is not 

a major migrant destination for the Aboriginal people and with the present limited employment 

opportunities, the situation is not going to change in the foreseeable future.

7.4 Places of origin and migration streams

Tabulation of data on the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs by places of birth show 

migration streams for the lifetime migrants (Table 7-5). A migration stream has been defined as 

a group of migrants having a common place of origin and destination in a given migration period 

(Shryock and Siegel, 1971:618). According to Table 7-5, 20 per cent of the town residents and 

52 per cent of the town campers are lifetime migrants from other parts of the Northern Territory. 

It also reveals that more than half of all lifetime migrants to the town-camps were born in central 

and southern parts of the Northern Territory where Alice Springs is also located, and less than a 

quarter were born in other states especially the neighbouring areas of Queensland, West 

Australia, and South Australia.

A larger proportion of town Aboriginal residents are originally from major cities compared to the 

town-campers who mostly migrated from the neighbouring places to Alice Springs.
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Table 7-5: Alice Springs Aboriginal population by place of birth and place of current residence, 
persons, May 87

Place of Birth Place of Current Residence

Town
(sample)

% Town
Camps

%

Northern Territory:
- Alice Springs 518 59.9 402 33.7
- Other Central parts NECa 61 7.1 520 43.6
- Southern parts 2 0.2 28 2.3
- Darwin 55 6.4 8 0.7
- Other Northern parts NEC 42 4.9 29 2.4
- Other N.T. NEC 
South Australia:

16 1.8 32 2.7

- Northern parts 1 0.1 19 1.6
- Adelaide 27 3.1 0 0.0
- Other S.A. NEC 27 3.1 30 2.5
Western Australia 30 3.5 17 1.4
Queensland 42 4.9 17 1.4
Other States & Territories 21 2.4 2 0.2
Other Capital Cities NEC 
Overseas, areas Unknown

8 0.9 2 0.2

and no response 15 1.7 86 7.2
Total 865 100.0 1192 100.0

a NEC = Not Elsewhere Classified.

For example, while about 12 per cent of the town Aboriginal residents were born in the capital 

cities of Darwin, Adelaide and those states and territories not bordering the Northern Territory, 

less than one per cent of the town-camps residents were born in such places. In contrast, while 

only 7.4 per cent of the town Aborigines were born in the central and southern parts of the 

Northern Territory (excluding Alice Springs) and northern parts of South Australia, the 

percentage of the town-campers who were born in these areas is 47.6. Figure 7-1 and Figure 7- 

2 show the distribution of the Aboriginal population by birth place in the town and town-camps.
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Figure 7.1: Aboriginal population in the town by birthplace
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Other States 
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Unknown & No response

Figure 7.2: Population in the town camps by birthplace
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Other N.T.

Other States 
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Unknown & No response
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Before migration to Alice Springs, most of the migrants to the town proper lived in the following 

places, in order, Darwin, Adelaide, Queensland, other parts of South Australia, Western 

Australia, Victoria, Santa Teresa mission in the Northern Territory and other areas (Figure 7.3). 

These areas include some large urban centres and smaller urban areas such as Katherine and 

Tennant Creek as well as some rural areas. It could be concluded that urban to urban migration 

is the dominant stream for the Alice Springs town proper Aboriginal population.

The majority of Aboriginal migrants to the town-camps lived in settlements, missions and cattle 

stations in the Northern Territory:, in order, Hermannsburg, Santa Teresa, Yuendumu, 

Areyonga, Jay Creek, Amoonguna and others (Figure 7.4). These places can be classified as 

rural areas: therefore, rural to urban migration signifies the pattern of Aboriginal migration to 

Alice Springs town-camps.

The survey data indicate that about 12 per cent of Aboriginal persons 12 years of age and over 

who currently live in the town proper are return migrants: they were born in Alice Springs, lived 

elsewhere and then returned. In the town-camps slightly more than 17 per cent (derived from 

data in Table 7-1 and Table 7-3) of the adult population are return migrants. But the proportion 

of return migrants to total migrants, based on place of last previous residence data, is much 

higher in the town proper than in the town-camps. While in the town proper about 50 per cent of 

migrants (12 years age and over) were also born in Alice Springs but later migrated to some 

other areas and then returned to town, in the town camps this figure is only 18 per cent (derived 

from Table 7-2).

The survey data reveal that a large proportion of migrants to Alice Springs grew up in places 

other than where they were born, and also that nearly half of them previously lived in places 

other than their places of birth. For 32 per cent of all persons 12 years age and over who 

currently live in Alice Springs (who have not lived all their lives there and whose duration of 

residence in Alice Springs is known) the place of birth and place of growing up are different. 

Similarly 44 per cent lived previously in places other than where they were born. This process is
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the result of the historical conditions affecting the Aboriginal people in Central Australia. Chapter 

3 showed that by the 1960s the Aboriginal people of Central Australia were largely 

institutionalized; they were afterwards moved around from one place to another, by 

administrative decisions and labour requirements of the cattle stations.

Figure 7.3: Aboriginal migration streams to town proper based on the last residence data
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Figure 7.4: Aboriginal migration streams to town camps based on the last residence data
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Table 7-6: Population 12 years and over who have not lived all their lives in Alice Springs by place 
of birth, place of growing up and place of last previous residence.

Place of Birth

Alice Springs blsewhere All

Place Alice
of Springs 159 122 281
Growing
up Elsewhere^ 101 704 805

All 260 826 1086a

Place Alice
of Springs 83 95 178
Last
Previous Elsewhere 177 731 908
Residence

All 260 826 1086

a Only those 12 years and over who have not lived all their lives in Alice Springs and their duration of residence in Alice 
Springs are known, b ‘Elsewhere’ for people in the town proper mostly includes Darwin, Adelaide, Katherine, Tennant 
Creek, Santa Teresa, Old, other SA and WA. For the town-campers, ‘elsewhere’ mostly includes Hermannsburg, Santa 
Teresa, Yuendumu, Areyonga, Papunya, Amoonguna, Darwin and other areas.

Cross-classification of the data on duration of residence by place of birth provides information 

on place of birth and duration cohorts (Table 7-7), and also on migration streams by duration of 

residence (Table 7-8). A duration cohort is defined as a group of migrants with the same 

duration of residence.

Table 7-7: Percentage distribution of duration cohorts by place of birth, Alice Springs Aborigines, 
persons, May 1987

Duration of Percentage of total in each place
Residence
(years) All Northern Central Other Unknown

N.T. & and States and No-
other N.T. Southern response

NEC N.T.

All 100.0 18.5 57.6 21.8 2.1
0-1 100.0 16.7 45.1 33.3 4.9
1-3 100.0 10.4 70.9 17.9 0.8
3-6 100.0 11.6 59.7 25.0 3.7
6-10 100.0 21.0 65.5 12.3 1.2
10-15 100.0 27.3 53.0 18.3 0.9
15+ 100.0 23.5 45.2 27.8 3.5
Not known 100.0 20.7 59.2 20.1 0.0
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Table 7-7 shows that migration streams of Aboriginal people to Alice Springs have undergone 

some changes in the past. The surrounding areas have more or less unchanged importance 

while the share of migrants from other states is increasing at the expense of migration from the 

northern parts of the Northern Territory. For example, the proportion of those migrants born in 

the central and southern parts of N.T. was 45 per cent for duration of residence 15 years and 

more, and was still 45 per cent for duration less than one year. For migrants born in other states 

the proportion was only 28 per cent for duration 15 years and more and it is 33 per cent for 

duration less than one year. On the other hand, the proportion of migrants from the northern 

parts of the Northern Territory decreased from 24 per cent for duration 15 years and more to 

only 17 per cent for duration less than one year.

Distribution of migrants by duration of residence, as shown in Table 7-8, is not the same for all 

lifetime streams. While on average about 11 per cent of all lifetime migrants, those who were 

born elsewhere and migrated to Alice Springs, have been in Alice Springs for more than 15 

years, the highest average is for migrants born in other states, with 14 per cent in duration 

interval 15+ years; the lowest is for those born in central and southern parts of the Northern 

Territory, where the proportion of migrants in the duration interval 15+ was only about 9 per 

cent.

Table 7-8: Percentage distribution of migration streams by duration of residence, Alice Springs 
Aborigines (based on place of birth data), May 1987

Duration of Percentage of total in each duration
Residence
years) All Northern Central Other Unknown

N.T. & and States and No-
other N.T. Southern response

NEC N.T.

All 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
0-1 14.0 12.6 11.0 21.4 33.3
1-3 13.0 7.4 16.0 10.7 4.8
3-6 16.0 10.0 16.6 18.3 28.6
6-10 16.7 19.0 18.9 9.4 9.5
10-15 11.2 16.8 10.3 9.4 4.8
15+ 11.2 14.2 8.8 14.3 19.0
Net known 17.9 20.0 18.4 16.5 0.0
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Let us take place of last previous residence instead of place of birth as our reference point and 

cross-classify with duration of residence to see what difference it will make to the distribution of 

migration streams by duration of residence and distribution of migration duration cohorts. As 

Table 7-9 and Table 7-10 show, the results are more or less similar to those of birth place in 

relation to the distribution of migration streams by duration of residence (compare tables 7-8 

and 7-9).

Table 7-9: Percentage distribution of migration streams by duration of residence, based on place of 
last previous residence, persons, May 1987

Duration of Percentage of total in each duration
Residence
(years) All Northern Other Central & Other Capital

Places N.T. N.T.
NEC

Southern
N.T.

States Cities

All 100.0 100.0 100.0 1C0.0 100.0 100.0
0-1 15.8 12.1 43.3 10.1 28.0 24.4
1-3 15.3 15.9 6.7 17.0 18.9 2.2
3-6 21.2 14.7 16.7 25.5 15.4 20.0
6-10 17.6 12.1 0.0 22.5 11.2 16.7
10-15 13.5 25.5 23.3 9.9 9.1 15.6
15+ 12.9 17.8 6.7 10.3 12.5 21.1
Not known 3.7 1.9 3.3 4.7 4.9 0.0

In contrast, the distribution of migration cohorts by duration of residence based on place of last 

previous residence, as shown in Table 7-10, shows a pattern different from that of distribution of 

migration cohorts based on place of birth data as presented in Table 7-7 above. For example, 

while the proportion of migrants who lived previously in the
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Table 7-10: Percentage distribution of migration duration cohorts by place of last previous 
residence, persons, May 1987

Duration of Percentage of total in each duration
Residence
(years) All Northern Other Central & Other Capital

Places N.T. N.T.
NEC

Southern
N.T.

States Cities

All 100.0 17.2 3.3 54.0 15.6 9.9
0-1 100.0 13.2 9.0 34.7 27.8 15.3
1-3 100.0 17.9 1.4 60.0 19.3 1.4
3-6 100.0 11.9 2.6 64.9 11.3 9.3
6-10 100.0 11.9 0.0 68.9 9.9 9.3
10-15 100.0 32.5 5.7 39.8 10.6 11.4
15+ 100.0 23.7 1.7 43.2 15.3 16.1
Not known 100.0 8.8 2.9 67.7 20.6 0.0

central and southern parts of the Northern Territory was almost the same for longer and shorter 

durations now, these areas show decreasing importance, from 43 per cent for duration of 15+ 

years to 35 per cent for duration less than one year. The increase is 37 per cent compared to 

about 20 per cent in the case of birth place data. On the other hand although the proportion of 

migrants who previously lived in the northern parts of the Northern Territory for duration 15 

years and more compared to duration less than one year was still declining, as was the case in 

analysis based on birth-place statistics, the decline is 28 per cent in the case of birth place and 

about 13 per cent for place of last previous residence analysis.

In order to study the possible variations in the relationship between the periods of migration, 

defined as up to May 1981 and after May 1981, places of origin, as defined in tables 7-9 and 7- 

10, and places of destination, town proper and the town-camps, chi square tests were applied. 

The results suggest very strong association between places of origin, whether birthplace or last 

residence, and periods of migration for the town proper, but comparatively insignificant
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association for the town-camps, no matter whether places of origin were defined on the basis of 

birthplace or last residence data3.

Population movements between town and town-camps do have an important role in the net 

gain or loss of population for both of the residence areas and especially for the town proper. 

The survey data show, as reflected in Table 7-11, that of u iw , p Aboriginal population 

12 years and over about 40 per cent lived previously in the Similarly of the total

town-camps population 12 years and over about 13 per cent previously lived in the town proper.

Table 7-11: Population movements between Alice Springs town and town-camps, both sexes 12 
years age and over, May 1987

Town3

Places of Current Residence 

Camps Total

Places
of

Town 531 80 611

Last
Previous

Camps 22 135 157

Residence Total 553 215 768

a To become comparable to town-camp figures, the sampled town Aboriginal population figures have been inflated by 
the total town proper Aboriginal population to the sampled Aboriginal population ratio (2333/865) in order to approximate 
the estimated total town proper Aboriginal population for 1987 (see table 6-1 in Chapter 6).

Table 7-11 also shows that in the interaction between town and town-camps, the town proper 

has a net loss of 58 persons while the town-camps gained the same number from the town 

proper. This process is a clear contradiction to the propositions that the town camps should be 

‘assimilationist in function - places where traditionally-oriented Aboriginal people could learn to 

live in houses before taking their place in mainstream society’ often suggested by various 

government departments and politicians (Tangentyere Council, 1988:5).

3 For the town proper at df.=3 the resultant values of X2=21.48 (based on birthplace data) and X2=15.20 (based on last 
residence data) against the tabulated X2 value of 7.815 at the 5% probability level (Blalock, 1972:569). For the town- 
camps the estimated X2 values are 4.21 (birthplace) and 2.91 (last residence) with df.=2; against the tabulated value of 
X2=5.991 at 5% probability level (Blalock, 1972:569). The degree of freedom ‘df.’ is 2 for the town-camps because 
places of origin are grouped into 3 major areas, the northern parts of the Northern Territory, central and southern parts 
of NT, and other States including the capital cities (due to few migrants to town-camps from the capital cities) whilst for 
the town proper the capital cities constituted a separate place of origin, thus, there were 4 major areas.
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7.5 Who are the migrants?

7.5.1 Age and sex differentials

The survey data show, as summarized in Table 7-12, that in general migrants are older than 

non-migrants, both in the town and in the town-camps, no matter whether the point of reference 

is birth place or place of last previous residence.

Table 7-12: Median age of migrants and non-migrants in Alice Springs town and town-camps for 
population 12 years and over.

Median Age (years) Difference
(years)

Migrants Non-Migrants

Birth Place Data:
Town 31.6 25.1 6.5
Town-Camps 

Last Residence Data:
32.7 26.4 6.3

Town 30.0 24.5 5.5
Town-Camps 32.1 29.0 3.1

As reflected in Table 7-12, the differences in median ages of the migrants and non-migrants, for 

both the town and the town-camps, are much larger in the case of birthplace data than in the 

case of those derived from last previous residence data. This suggests that if direct and recent 

moves are taken as the basis for analysis the difference in ages of migrants and non-migrants 

becomes smaller since return migrants are included as well as those who were classified 

before as non-migrants. Table 7-12 also reveals that residents in the town-camps, both migrants 

and non-migrants, are older than those in the town proper.

Chapter 6 showed that the overall sex ratio of the Aboriginal people in Alice Springs town proper 

was very low: only 82 males for every 100 females. As Table 7-13 shows, there is a very wide 

gap between the sex ratios of the lifetime migrants and non-migrants. While the adult lifetime 

migrants’ sex ratio is estimated to be about 92, the sex ratio of adult non-migrants is as low as 

75. This suggests that a large number of Alice Springs-born Aboriginal adult males are living 

elsewhere. In the town-camps, the situation is completely reversed. While there is a more or 

less balanced overall adult sex ratio of 106, the sex ratio of the adult non-migrants is as high as 

148 compared to 94 for the lifetime migrants.
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Table 7-13: Sex ratios (number of males to 100 females) of migrants and non-migrants 12 years 
and over by type of migration

Population Birth Place Last Residence
Categories

Town Town-Camps Town Town-Camps

Migrants 92.1 94.4 86.3 104.7

Non-Migrants 74.6 148.2 83.0 108.7

But as Table 7-13 also shows, the sex ratios of migrants and non-migrants based on place of 

last residence statistics are closer to each other, both in the town as well as in the town-camps, 

though generally low in the town and high in the town-camps.

7.5.2 Education

Studies on internal migration in various developing countries have shown that migrants are less 

educated than non-migrants with respect to the place of destination (Kothari, 1980; Singh and 

Yadava, 1981; Zachariah, 1968). Studies also reveal that migrants are more educated than non­

migrants at the places of origin (Yadava, 1987; Connell et al., 1976). These two observations 

are particularly valid in the context of rural-urban migration which is not a clear-cut pattern in the 

case of Aboriginal migration to Alice Springs as a whole, as was seen earlier in this chapter, 

where migrants are originating from major cities as well as rural localities. The survey data 

reveal that, as found in other studies, Aboriginal non-migrants in Alice Springs generally have 

better schooling than the Aboriginal migrants, both in the town and in the town-camps. For 

example, as shown in Table 7-14, on the basis of birth place data, the proportion who have 

never been to school is fifty times higher for migrants than for non-migrants in the town, and 

four times higher for migrants than non-migrants in the town-camps. No evidence from the 

survey could be produced to speculate about the education level of the migrants compared to 

the non-migrants at the places of origin.
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Table 7-14: Proportions of migrants and non-migrants 12 years and over never been to school by 
type of migration in Alice Springs town and town-camps, May 1987

Population Birth Place Last Residence
Categories

Town Town-Camps Town Town-Camps

Non-Migrants 0.1 5.3 1.5 10.2

Migrants 4.8 20.3 2.7 18.8

But, as Table 7-14 also shows, based on the last previous residence data, while in the town- 

camps the proportion of migrants who have never been to school is about 9 percentage points 

more than that of the non-migrants, in the town proper the proportions who have never been to 

school are very low for both migrants and non-migrants.

7.5.3 Employment

Survey data reveal that in Alice Springs town proper those Aborigines who are classified as 

migrants participate more in the labour force and also include a higher proportion employed 

than those who are non-migrants. For example, as Table 7-15 shows, while about 47 percent of 

the migrants are working compared with 34-36 per cent for the non-migrants, the number of 

those seeking jobs is also higher for the migrants. The table also reveals that while more 

migrants are working or seeking employment a higher proportion of the town Aboriginal non­

migrants are continuing their schooling. .

Table 7-15: Percentage distribution of migrants and non-migrants (12 years and over) by economic 
activities in Alice Springs town and town-camps, May 1987

Migration Working Seeking In Other Total
Status Job School

Town: B i r t h p l a c e
Non-Migrants 36.0 11.2 27.0 25.8 100.0
Migrants
Town-camps:

46.6 14.7 13.7 25.0 100.0

Non-Migrants 14.6 31.1 15.5 38.8 100.0
Migrants 10.0 39.6 4.6 45.8 100.0

Town: L a s t  R e s id e n c e
Non-Migrants 33.7 10.2 29.3 26.8 100.0
Migrants
Town-camps:

47.5 14.2 15.6 22.7 100.0

Non-Migrants 17.7 33.0 13.5 35.8 100.0
Migrants 9.3 39.4 5.1 46.2 100.0
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In the town-camps, as Table 7-15 shows, labour force participation of the migrants and non­

migrants is similar; but the table also shows that a higher proportion of non-migrants are 

working. It further shows that the proportions currently in school are nearly three times greater 

than those of the migrants. This suggests that, to a larger degree, non-migrants in the town 

camps have adapted themselves in economic activities.

7.6 Reasons for migration

The survey results reveal that 31 per cent of migrants were attracted to the town in search of 

employment, while only about 7 per cent of the town-camps migrants moved in for this reason. 

The main reasons given by the town campers include accompanying other family members, 

liking to live in Alice Springs, family reasons; also a relatively strong factor for the town campers 

seems to be the occurrence of conflicts in the places of origin: 6.5 per cent of the camp 

migrants gave this as the reason for their move while for the town migrants this is hardly ever a 

reason. About 87 per cent of those who came to town in search of jobs had migrated from the 

northern parts of the Northern Territory, other states and other capital cities; most of them 

currently live in the town proper and are accompanied by family members. It should be 

remembered that the mixed descent children of the Aboriginal women were removed from the 

camps and sent away to grow up elsewhere, as discussed in Chapter 3; many of those who 

grew up in cities like Adelaide and Darwin, and in other places, later returned to Alice Springs. 

About 50 per cent of those who came to town to go to school came from the other parts of the 

Northern Territory central and southern region, missions, settlements, and stations.

7.7 Out-migration

During the survey some information was collected from the interviewed households about 

former household members who currently live elsewhere. In cases where households moved 

away all together no information about them could have been recorded, so the reported number 

of out-migrants is an under-estimation of the true level of out-migration. The data show that 

during the year preceding the survey 58 persons from the interviewed Aboriginal households in 

the town and 18 persons from the camp households changed their place of residence. From the
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town, 37 per cent moved to another dwelling in the town, as they acquired their own flats or 

houses; about 6 per cent moved to the town-camps and the same proportion moved to Darwin. 

Another 16 per cent moved to other areas in the Northern Territory, and about 18 per cent to 

other states, many of them to the capital cities. The reasons given for their move include 

transfer with work, returning home and to go to school. From the town-camps, about 37 per cent 

moved to dwellings in the town proper, about 7 per cent moved to other camps and 48 per cent 

to other Aboriginal settlements and townships in Central Australia; the destinations of the 

remaining 7 per cent are unknown. The reasons for those who migrated from the camp 

households include acquiring their own houses, returning home, prefer to live in another camp, 

to live back in out-stations and to find work.

In order to asses the stability of the Aboriginal population currently living in Alice Springs town 

and town-camps, during the 1987 survey a question was asked of all persons 12 years and over 

about the likelihood of them moving to any other place away from Alice Springs during the 

following two years. According to answers to this question, presented in Table 7-16, about 77 

per cent of the town adult Aboriginal residents and 61 per cent of the town-camps adult 

residents are unlikely to move out. At the same time about 12 per cent of the town adult 

Aboriginal residents and 9 per cent of the town-camps adult residents are certain that they will 

move out and the rest in both places are undecided.
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Table 7-16: Likelihood of out-migration from town and camps by duration of residence

Duration of 
residence

Quite likely Uncertain Unlikely Alla

Town (sample): 
Less then 1 year 29 14 27 72
1-3 years 7 6 24 37
3-6 years 9 13 34 56
6-10 years 4 10 38 52
10-15 years 1 8 47 56
15 years and more 11 2 74 87
All life 8 8 179 195
Unknown, no resp. 2 3 32 37
Total 71 64 455 594
Town camps: 
Less than 1 year 25 34 50 115
1-3 years 12 24 97 139
3-6 years 10 52 110 174
6-10 years 13 47 80 148
10-15 years 5 9 54 68
15 years and more 1 6 49 56
All life 6 6 29 42
Unknown, no resp. 4 28 47 109
Total 76 206 516 851

a All includes unknown and no response.

About 41 per cent of those who decided to move out are persons who have only been in the 

town for less than a year. In the town-camps about 33 per cent of those who are quite iikely to 

move out were in the camps for less than a year and there is a clear-cut negative relationship 

between the residence duration and the likelihood of out-migration: the greater the length of stay 

the smaller is the likelihood of moving away.

7.8 Volume and pattern of short term movements

Short-term cyclic movements occur more often among the town Aboriginal residents than 

among the camps residents. The survey results indicate that about 34 per cent of adult town 

Aborigines were away from Alice Springs for various durations and reasons during the year 

preceding the survey. Of the adult town campers, this proportion was only 21 per cent. The 

destinations of those away from the town were mainly the northern parts of the Northern 

territory and other States, mostly for a period of one to four weeks and generally for holidays. 

Those from the town-camps mostly went to the central and southern parts of the Northern 

Territory, the majority from one week to six months and mostly to visit their friends and relatives
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and on holiday. Meanwhile the survey results show short-term cyclic movements occurring in 

both directions. For example, there were 30 persons in the town-camps with a duration of less 

than one month, of whom 43 per cent were on temporary visits and another 47 per cent 

uncertain about their intention as to whether they would stay for the next 2 years or not. This 

type of movement occurs in the context of urban and rural links. It occurs more frequently where 

‘kinfolk’ are living (Young, n.d.).

7.9 How does the spatial mobility of Alice Springs Aborigines compare to 
other populations?

Tabulations of the 1986 Census on the question of mobility are available for the total population 

and for the Aboriginal population. The census results indicate, as Table 7-17 shows, that 

Aborigines in the Northern Territory as a whole are more stable than the total population of the 

same area whether the usual residence one year or five years before the census is taken as the 

reference point. For example, of all Aboriginal usual residents of dwellings in

Table 7-17: Comparison of the Aboriginal population spatial mobility to that of the total populations 
of Alice Springs and Northern Territory

Indices Northern Territory 

Total Aboriginal

Alice Springs 

Total Aboriginal

1. Proportions of usual residents 
86 reside in 1985 in:

- Same address 66.6 76.4 61.0 57.0
- Elsewhere in NT 14.4 10.1 17.4 18.9
- In other States 10.0 2.0 12.0 4.4

2. Proportions of usual residents 
86 reside in 1981 in:

- Same address 35.5 62.0 29.4 33.8
- Elsewhere in N.T. 21.3 17.2 23.0 29.0
- In other States 22.0 3.4 26.0 6.9

Sources: Basic data for the total populations of the Northern Territory and Alice Springs from ABS 1986
Census,(Microfiche) Small Area Data, Format USG 05, Northern Territory, Table U04 usual residence, 1986 and table 
U05 usual residence, pre 1986. Basic data for the Aboriginal populations of the Northern Territory and Alice Springs 
from ABS 1986 Census, State NT, Table CA0004 - Total Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander - SLA of usual residence 
1986 then SLA of usual residence 1985 and SLA of usual residence 1981 for those counted at their 1986 usual 
residence by sex.

June 1986, about 26 per cent in 1985 and 46 per cent in 1981 were living elsewhere, while 

among the usual residents in the total population these proportions are 33 and 65 per cent
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respectively. This shows that Aborigines are far more stable in their usual places of residence 

over a longer period compared to the total population of the Northern Territory. If we look at the 

interstate movements in Table 7-17, the total population is five times as mobile in a one-year 

period and more than six times as mobile over a period of five years.

In Alice Springs, as Table 7-17 shows, although Aborigines are less stable than the total 

population over a short period of one year, they are more stable over a longer period of five 

years. Generally, in Alice Springs Aborigines are more mobile in intrastate movement and the 

total population is more mobile in interstate movement irrespective of the length of the reference 

period.

7.10 Summary

The 1987 survey and also the 1986 Census results provided basic data for migration analysis of 

the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs. Migration accounts for less than half of the annual 

Aboriginal population growth in Alice Springs. About 40 per cent of Alice Springs town proper 

Aborigines and 66 per cent of town campers are lifetime migrants to Alice Springs: they were 

born elsewhere and then migrated to Alice Springs. On the basis of place of last previous 

residence data, 57 per cent of adult town Aboriginal residents and 67 per cent of the town- 

campers are migrants.

While more than half of the town adult Aboriginal migrants moved to Alice Springs before May 

1981, the bulk of migrants to the town-camps moved in after that date. This process is closely 

associated with the improvements in conditions in the town-camps and the increase in the 

number of houses and other types of accommodation in the camps.

After an initial high intake of Aboriginal migrants during the late 60s and 70s by the town proper, 

the intake has been stable during the last 10 years. For the town-camps the intake of migrants 

reached its peak during the early 80s and then became stable afterwards. This process is, as 

mentioned, associated with the development of the town camps and house building programs in 

the camps. Meanwhile, a process of out-migration exists which nullifies, to a large extent, the
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effects of migration flow to Alice Springs; as a result migration is accountable for about 23 per 

cent of the total annual growth of the Alice Springs Aboriginal population.

Urban to urban migration is the pattern of migration to the town proper while rural to urban 

migration characterizes the pattern of Aboriginal migration to the town-camps. A larger 

proportion of town Aboriginal residents are originally from major cities such as Darwin and 

Adelaide compared to the town-campers who mostly migrated from the surrounding rural places 

to Alice Springs. A strong association was observed between places of origin and period of 

migration in the town proper whilst such a strong association did not exist for the town-camps. 

This suggests that migration origins for the town proper have undergone some changes; the 

share of the migrants from other States is increasing at the expense of migration from the 

northern parts of the Northern Territory.

About 12 per cent of Aboriginal adults in the town proper are return migrants; that is they were 

born in Alice Springs, grew up elsewhere and then returned to Alice Springs. In the town-camps 

slightly more than 17 per cent of the adult population are return migrants.

In the interaction between town and town-camps over a longer period, the town proper is losing 

population to town-camps.

On the basis of birthplace data, migrants are comparatively older than non-migrants, both in the 

town and in the town-camps though the difference in age becomes smaller if place of last 

residence is taken as reference point.

There is indication that a large number of Aboriginal adult males born in Alice Springs town 

proper out-migrate, while in the town-camps the situation is completely reversed. The sex ratio 

of the adult non-migrants is as high as 148 compared to 94 for lifetime migrants. This suggests 

that a large number of town camp born adult females out-migrated.
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Both in the town and in the town-camps non-migrants are better educated than migrants, while 

in the town proper migrants have higher labour force participation and employment rates than 

those who are non-migrants. In the town camps labour force participation of the migrants and 

non-migrants is similar and a higher proportion of non-migrants are working. Many migrants 

were attracted to the town proper in search for employment, while the main reasons given by 

the town campers include accompanying other family members, liking to live in Alice Springs, 

family reasons and occurrence of conflicts in the places of origin.

Short term cyclic movements are more frequent among the town Aboriginal residents. During 

the year preceding the survey most of the visitors from the town mainly went to the northern 

parts of the Northern territory especially Darwin, Tennant Creek, and other States, mostly for a 

period of one to four weeks and generally for holiday. Visitors from the town-camps have mostly 

been to the surrounding communities in central Australia, and were away for comparatively 

longer periods than the visitors from the town proper, and mostly to visit their friends and 

relatives.

In general, Aborigines form a core stable population group in Alice Springs. Only about 12 per 

cent of the town adult Aboriginal residents and 9 per cent of the town-camp adult residents are 

certain that they will out-migrate during the next two years. A clear-cut negative relationship 

between residence duration and the likelihood of out-migration has been observed.

While in the Northern Territory Aborigines are more stable than the total population no matter 

the length of residence, in Alice Springs, although Aborigines are less stable over a shorter 

period of one year, they are more stable over a longer period of five years. Generally, in Alice 

Springs, as well as in the Northern Territory as a whole, Aborigines are more mobile in intrastate 

movement and the total population is more mobile in interstate movements irrespective of the 

length of the reference period.



Chapter 8

Social, Cultural and Economic Characteristics of the Aboriginal
Population of Alice Springs

8.1 Introduction

Aboriginal people have always lived in the environs of the place now known as Alice Springs. 

As a result of the historical factors described earlier in this thesis, it has been argued that today 

there are two socio-cultural and economically distinctive Aboriginal groups in Alice Springs 

(Heppell and Wigley, 1981:9-10). The first group consists of those who found it appropriate to 

live an urban lifestyle that in many ways resembles that of the non-Aborigines. Most of the town 

Aboriginal residents are more or less integrated into the wider society but they identify 

themselves as Aborigines and many of them have kept their contact with the mainstream 

Aboriginal population living in close community groups in the town camps. The second group 

comprises those for whom living in town among non-Aboriginal families was neither proper nor 

possible. They form communities maintaining traditional ties and obligations to their traditional 

tribal areas beyond Alice Springs. The second group also includes a large number of 

Aborigines of mixed descent.

Previously because of the unavailability of separate data for town residents and town-campers it 

was impossible to make a close examination of the extent of the differences, which have been 

claimed to exist, in the socio-cultural and economic characteristics of the two groups. While 

ABS population census figures provide aggregate data for the Aboriginal population of Alice 

Springs irrespective of place of residence, town camps population surveys and censuses 

provided data only about the town campers. Thus, by providing for the first time separate 

tabulations of data for the town residents and town-campers based on results of a household 

survey conducted during April-June 1987 in Alice Springs town and town-camps, to which I
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refer throughout this and other chapters as Ihe survey', it becomes possible to compare the 

socio-cultural and economic characteristics of the two sub-groups of the Aboriginal 

population of Alice Springs.

Furthermore, a study of Aboriginal demography of Alice Springs would not be complete or even 

meaningful without a comprehensive knowledge of the socio-economic and cultural setting of 

the population under study and without placing the demographic variables in their proper 

socio-economic, cultural and historical context.

8.2 Languages

Historically, for most of the time Aboriginal people of Central Australia lived, under the 

ecological pressure of the environment, in small family groups over a very large area. These 

small groups used to gather, and still continue to do so, for religious ceremonial occasions. 

The small groups belonged to lineages or clans which in turn were associated with other clans 

and formed large language groups. Sometimes these large language groups are called 

‘tribes”'. More than 147 Aboriginal languages and dialects are spoken in the Northern Territory 

(Milliken, 1976:239). The Aboriginal people of Central Australia, with Alice Springs located in its 

centre, belong to a number of main language groups namely: Arrernte, Luritja, Kaytetye, 

Warlpiri, Pintupi, Anmatyerre, Pitjantjatjara, Warumungu and Alywarre. Geographically, as Map

3.3 in page 252 shows, the Arrernte language group extends from the centre to the east. The 

Luritja spreads from Areyonga in the west to Alice Springs in the centre and then extends to 

Finke in the south. The Kaytetye group is located in the north; Warlpiri country lies to the north­

west; Anmatyerre extends from the centre to the north-west, Pintupi to the west, Pitjantjatjara to 

the south-west and Warumungu and Alyawarre lie to the North-East of Alice Springs.

Alice Springs, with its permanent sources of water, for centuries formed an important place for 

Aboriginal people of the centre and surrounding areas, especially for the Arrernte. For the

1 For a discussion about the definitions of language and tribe and their differences see Dixon, R .M .W .,1976:232-236.
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historical reasons discussed earlier Aboriginal people from different parts of Central Australia 

moved into Alice Springs so that today quite a number of Aboriginal language groups are living 

in Alice Springs. The survey results shoyv that in the town-camps 40 per cent of the people 

reported Arremte, 11 per cent Luritja, 10 per cent Warlpiri, 8 per cent Pitjantjatjara and 6 per 

cent Anmatyerre as their original languages.

It was found that nearly 95 per cent of town Aborigines reported English as their best language. 

This is not unexpected since the majority of the Aborigines who currently live in the town proper 

are those who grew up in Alice Springs town or elsewhere in other urban centre institutions 

under assimilation policies, and returned to Alice Springs as their home town or in search of a 

job.

Analysis of survey data about places of last previous residence of persons aged 12 years 

and over reveals that out of 783 life-time migrants to the town-camps about 6 per cent 

previously lived in the town itself. After the establishment and development of town-camps 

these people found it more convenient to move to the camps and live with their own people 

rather than living in isolation among non-Aboriginal families in the town. Thus, the number of 

those Aborigines in the camps who speak only English or among whom English is their best 

language increased. The survey data indicate that 23 per cent of the camp adult residents 

reported English as their best language.

It was also found that people belonging to various language groups are not evenly distributed 

among the town-camps. With the exception of the Arrente group, people in general, belonging 

to a specific language tended to gather in one or a few particular camps. The majority of people 

in camp number 1 are Warlpiri speakers and this is why the camp was known as ‘Warlpiri 

camp’. Most Anmatyerre speakers are concentrated in camps no. 5, 8 and 17. Kaytetye 

speakers are mostly in camps 4 and 8. People belonging to the Pitjantjatjara group are largely 

grouped in camp no.16. Similarly, Luritja speakers, who are the third largest group in the camps
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are now living in camps 6 and 11. Although we find Arrernte speakers in most of the camps, 

they are largely concentrated by size order in camps 8, 15, 5, 6 and 25.

Even the selection of the camp locations around the town is in relation to the direction of the 

particular tribal areas. Because Alice Springs is geographically located in Arrernte country the 

Arrernte speakers are distributed among most of the camps and not concentrated in particular 

locations. Other Aboriginal language groups mostly camped in relation to the direction of their 

traditional areas. (See Map 3.3 for locations of Alice Springs town camps.) For example, camp 

no. 1 is located to the north west and camp 20 and 21 in the west of the town and as we saw 

earlier the dominant language of the people in these camps was Warlpiri. In camps 2, 4, 5, 

which are located to the northeast and 8,14,15, 24 and 25 which are located to the east of the 

town, the dominant Aboriginal language is Arrente. Most of the people in camp 11 in the 

southwest of the town speak Luritja. Similarly the majority of Pitjantjatjara people are in camp 

16, which is located to the southwest of the town.

8.3 Education level

Changes in the mean age at marriage, family size, employment in non-agricultural sectors 

and other variables have been found to be strongly associated with a population’s education 

status2. It can be argued that lack of appropriate formal education, which is the case with 

many Aboriginal people, is a major obstacle to socio-economic development and self 

determination of the Aboriginal people in Australia.

In this section, an overview of the education status of the Aboriginal people of Alice 

Springs and, where possible, its changes over time are presented. The effect of education on 

other socio-economic and demographic variables of the town and town-camps populations is 

examined throughout this chapter.

2 For a discussion about the relationship between education status and fertility, marriage, health and mortality and 
employment refer to United Nations, 1973: 98-99, 149, 315.
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Survey data suggest that more than 15 per cent of Alice Springs town-campers aged 5 years 

and over have never been to school, 52 per cent have attended only primary school, and only 

26 per cent have attended secondary school. The situation is better in town where only 3 per 

cent have never been to school, 34 per cent have received primary education, and 58 per cent 

have attended secondary school although only about 1 per cent have completed secondary 

education.

Evaluation of the survey data suggests that roughly 91 per cent of town and 79 per cent of 

town-camps Aboriginal children 6 to 12 years old have been to primary school. Similarly, while 

92 per cent of town persons aged 13 to 18 had attended secondary schools the figure is only 49 

per cent for the town-campers. Thus, a sharp decline occurs in the secondary level attendance 

for the town camps children while in the town population in general, those who complete 

primary levels usually attend secondary school as well.

Comparison of town-camp data with data obtained from three selected camps in 1979 (Beck, 

1985:77) reveals a noticeable improvement in the education status of the town campers over 

the last eight years. For example, the percentage of those who have never been to school 

dropped from 29 to 15 in the total population. Similarly, the percentage of children attending 

schools increased from 28 in 1979 to 65 in 1987. The figure for 1987 could be a somewhat 

higher estimate in the sense that it includes those children who may have attended school at 

some time and then stopped going to school. However, in spite of a possible over-estimation in 

the 1987 figure, the data still indicate a major improvement in the level of school 

attendance of the town-camps children.

Among other things, the establishment in 1983 of the Yipirinye School, which is an Aboriginal- 

run school, and in 1973, of Yirara College which is an Aboriginal boarding school run by the 

N.T. Department of Education, has greatly expanded the education facilities for the Aboriginal 

children of Alice Springs and surrounding areas. Detailed statistics about education levels of 

the population by age groups are presented in Appendices.
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8.4 Housing conditions and facilities

8.4.1 Housing delivery system

Generally speaking, Alice Springs residents have access to a housing delivery system which 

includes private houses, the Northern Territory Housing Commission (NTHC) houses, employee 

houses supplied by the government and private sector, institutional housing, and camp 

housing.

The private sector which contains houses belonging to individuals and private firms 

constitutes the largest number of the town houses. Aboriginal people of Alice Springs, owing to 

very low employment status and dependency on the welfare system for survival, have little 

access to this source of housing because of the high costs involved in renting or, in rare cases, 

buying them.

The Northern Territory Housing Commission is the second largest supplier of accommodation 

in the town. It owns about 30 per cent of houses and flats in the town. Aboriginal families 

constitute a major customer group for the Housing Commission houses, of which nearly 20 

percent are inhabited by Aboriginal people (Drakakis-Smith, 1981:43) who had prior ‘suitable 

experience’ in living in conventional houses.

Due to the low Aboriginal employment status, employee houses are of limited availability to 

the Aboriginal people. There is little immediate prospect for any change in this because no 

dramatic improvement in Aboriginal employment is expected in the near future.

Institutional housing consists of Aboriginal hostels, which accommodate temporary and semi­

permanent Aboriginal persons and families, and are run by Aboriginal Hostels Limited. Some 

Aboriginal families who want to prove to the NTHC that they are capable of living in a 

conventional house are meanwhile living in the hostels.
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A major component of the housing delivery system for the Aboriginal people in Alice Springs 

is houses built in the town camps and run by the Housing Association of each camp. Each 

Association is an incorporated body which applies for and holds a Special Purpose Lease 

for that camp. All Housing Associations (18 in 1987) are incorporated into one single council, 

the Tangentyere Council. The Council designs and builds houses for all town leases and 

then rents them at nominal rates to the camp residents. In addition to the standard 

conventional houses, the Tangentyere council also builds tin sheds for the benefit of camp 

families before standard houses become available to all the applicants.

The Tangentyere housing program started in 1976 in Mt. Nancy camp, and by June 1987 the 

program had been extended to 16 camps in and around the town. This program has brought a 

considerable improvement to the general housing condition of town-campers.

8.4.2 Dwelling types

The results of the survey suggest that about 66 per cent of the households in the camps live 

in standard housing units, 30 percent live in improvised dwellings consisting of tin sheds, tents, 

humpies and other dwellings, and the remaining 4 per cent live in the open without any type 

of shelter (see Table 5-1).

Relative to the 1960s and 70s when people in the camps usually lived without shelter or in 

improvised owner-built shelters of scavenged material (Heppell and Wigley, 1981; Drakakis- 

Smith, 1981), the present standard housing units and tin sheds built by the Tangentyere 

Council with assistance from other sources are a major improvement. In the town proper the 

sample contains only one household living in a caravan. The remainder were living in standard 

family houses or flats.
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Table 8-1: Aboriginal households by dwelling type, in town and camps Alice Springs: May, 
1987.

Places House/ Average Tin Tent Total No All
of Flat Person Shed Humpy Impro- Shel-
Residence Per Other vised ter

Room Dwellings

Town 182 1.2 0 1 1 0 183
(Sample)
Camp No. 1 5 2.6 2 0 2 0 7

2 2 1.7 0 0 0 0 2
„  3 1 0.5 0 1 1 0 2
„ 4 12 2.9 1 0 1 0 13

5 14 3.1 5 0 5 0 19
6 9 3.4 1 0 1 0 10

„  7 5 1.7 6 0 6 0 11
8 15 3.1 2 0 2 0 17
9 10 1.6 3 0 3 0 13

„  10 3 2.6 0 0 0 0 3
11 10 2.1 2 0 2 0 12

„ 12 5 2.0 0 0 0 0 5
„ 13 9 3.3 0 0 0 0 9

14 4 3.6 0 0 0 0 4
„  15 5 3.1 2 0 2 0 7
„  16 0 0.0 10 0 10 0 10

17 3 2.3 1 0 1 0 4
18 0 0.0 1 0 1 0 1

„ 19 0 0.0 4 0 4 0 4
.. 20 0 0.0 0 2 2 1 3
„  21 0 0.0 0 1 1 1 2
„ 22 0 0.0 0 0 0 2 2
„ 23 0 0.0 0 0 0 1 1
„  24 0 0.0 0 0 0 1 1
„  25 0 0.0 5 2 7 0 7

All Camps 112 2.8 45 6 51 6 169
Total 294 - 45 7 52 6 352

The survey results also indicate that in the town camps the average number of persons per 

room in the standard dwellings is more than twice as high as it is among the town Aborigines. 

The survey shows that in the town on average there were only 1.2 persons per room while 

in the camps there were on average 2.8 persons per room in the standard dwellings (See Table 

8-2).

8.4.3 Crowding

As we have seen in the earlier section, Aboriginal households in Alice Springs are on 

average large in size no matter whether they are in the town or in the town-camps. But, being
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a large household does not necessarily imply that the household is also crowded. To assess the 

crowding aspect of the Aboriginal dwellings we should look at the size of the households and 

the number of rooms available to dwelling residents as in Table 8-2. Here i do not talk about 

those households lacking accommodation or living in shelters other than standard housing 

units or even tin sheds.

The table shows that relatively larger households are living in larger houses (compare column 1 

and column 13), both in the town and in the camps. But it can also be seen that dwellings with 

more rooms and more people in them are more crowded (column 11). The average number of 

persons per room increases with household size.

If we decide that on average the minimum requirement for an Aboriginal household to live 

comfortably without disruptive conditions caused by crowding, is 2 persons per bedroom, then 

with an average figure of 1.7 persons per bedroom, Aboriginal dwellings in the town sample 

are not considered crowded. Still, there are 34 households in the sample with more than 2 

persons per bedroom which accounts for about 19 per cent of all interviewed households in 

the town. By this criterion, with an average of 4.4 persons per bedroom, Aboriginal dwellings 

in the town-camps can be classified as crowded. There are 133 dwellings with more than 2 

persons per bedroom which is about 97 per cent of all households in standard dwellings plus 

tin sheds in the camps.

But if we decide that under the prevailing socio-economic conditions of Alice Springs 

Aboriginal communities, the concept of ‘bedroom’ is somewhat irrelevant, at least for the town 

camps, and therefore, not only bedrooms but all of the rooms in a dwelling excluding the 

kitchen, toilet, bathroom and laundry should be considered in calculating person/room ratios, 

then there are 12 Aboriginal dwellings in the town sample (7 per cent of all interviewed 

households in the town) and 82 dwellings in the camps (60 per cent) with more than 2 persons

per room.
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By any definition the majority of Aboriginal dwellings in Alice Springs town-camps are crowded. 

This situation, among other things, adversely affects the development of children (Gray, 

1987:13). At the minimum there is a need for 153 more rooms in the town camps in order to 

bring the overall room density ratio to the minimum level of 2. If we consider bedroom density 

instead of overall room density, there will be a need for an additional 290 bedrooms. Even if 

this requirement is met the average person/room or person/bedroom ratio in the town 

camps will still be higher than that of town Aboriginal dwellings.

Building additional houses to provide more rooms will not solve the crowding problem if the 

size distribution of new houses is the same as in the existing houses. The housing 

requirement is closely linked with household type. We have studied in Chapter 6, subsection 

6.3.3 the types of households along with mean household size of each type (see Table 6-17). In 

the Table 8-3 the current size distribution of dwellings in town camps, derived from the 

occupant responses to the question on the number of rooms in the dwellings, is compared with 

the pattern needed on the basis of mean household sizes of various household types and their 

frequencies.

Table 8 -3 :  Comparison of the existing and required distribution of standard dwellings by size

Dwelling Existing Required Difference
size pattem%

(1)

pattem%
(2)

(1)-(2)
(3)

1-2 bedrooms 59 20 39
3 bedrooms 30 52 -22
4 bedrooms 7 16 -9
5+ bedrooms 4 12 -8
All 100 100

Column 3 of Table 8-3 shows that the current distribution of dwellings by various sizes in Alice 

Springs town-camps does not match the pattern required. There are far more small units of 1-2 

bedrooms and far fewer medium sized units of three bedrooms than are needed, and there is a

need for more units of 4, 5 or more bedrooms than are available now.
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This discussion leads us to conclude that Aboriginal households, especially in Alice Springs 

town-camps, are generally large and most dwellings in town-camps are very crowded; nearly 

300 more bedrooms are required in the town camps to bring down the bedroom density to an 

acceptable norm. The house building program, in regard to the sizes of the dwellings, 

should be modified so as to change the existing size distribution of the dwellings in order to 

meet the required pattern.

8.4.4 Access to facilities

The survey shows that in the camps 61 per cent of the dwellings were supplied with 

electricity, while in the town nearly all dwellings were using electricity at least for lighting 

purposes.

According to the survey 82 per cent of the households in the town camps had access to tap 

water though 20 per cent of them are using common taps away from their dwellings. The rest of 

the households obtain their water from tanks and drums. In contrast ail the households 

surveyed in the town reported their source of water as private taps in the dwellings.

The survey also provides information about the type of toilet used by the Aboriginal 

households in both town and the town camps. About 69 per cent of the households in the 

camps have access to flush toilets, either private or common. In the town households covered, 

only one happened to live in a caravan and did not have access to a flush toilet.

The data obtained during the survey about the tenure status of the dwellings suggest that 

about 90 per cent of those town households who responded to this question rent their dwellings 

and only 10 per cent own them or are buying them. In the camps all houses and tin sheds 

are rented.

8.4.5 Possession of household goods

The survey also collected information about the possession of certain selected household 

goods by Aboriginal households. A summary of the results is presented in Table 8-4.
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T a b le  8 -4 : Households by type of possessions, town and town camps. (Percentage of total 
households)

Household goods Town Town camps

Motor Vehicle 68.3 30.1
Motor Cyde 18.3 1.8
Bicycle 43.2 11.2
T.V. set 91.3 38.5
Radio, Cassette player 83.6 40.2
Record player 59.0 4.7
Video 77.0 20.7
Washing machine 91.3 43.8
Electric or gas stove 97.3 50.9
Refrigerator 96.7 41.4
Vacuum cleaner 54.1 4.7
Fan 37.2 27.2
Airconditioning 96.7 7.1
Hunting gun 0.1 4.7
Furniture 97.3 41.4
Carpet 71.2 10.7
HGA Score* 67.7 23.7

•Household Goods Accessibility Score, maximum value 100.0, minimum 0.0.

As is evident from Table 8-4 Aboriginal households living in the town have more access to 

household goods than households living in the town camps. This can be presented more clearly 

by a single index which I call Household Goods Accessibility Score (HGAS), presented in 

the last row of Table 8-4, which combines the percentages of the households having access to 

various goods, in this case 16. The scored (HGAS) is for the town nearly three times that of 

the town campers. It is interesting to note that out of 16 goods listed the only one to which 

town campers have more access than households living in the town is the hunting gun. 

Although response to this question was, as expected, poor, it does reflect the fact that town 

campers go hunting more frequently than do town residents.

8.5 Economic activities

Pre-contact Aboriginal societies of Central Australia were characterized by a hunting and 

gathering mode of production. The social relations of production were governed by a well 

developed kinship system and a nomadic existence. As Godlier (1975:14) puts it the kinship

1 HGAS= Sp/P*100, Where Sp=summation of the percentages for all items and P being the maximum score if all the 
households have all of the items ‘number of items or N * 100'.
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system determines ‘the totality of the production forces and of the social relations of human 

beings with each other and with nature that depend on the level of the material condition of 

existence’. Economic resources, namely the geographical environment and knowledge of the 

resources within a circumscribed geographical area, and simple tools for hunting and gathering 

food, constituted the means of production.

The Aboriginal economy of Central Australia was based on the ecosystem of desert and semi- 

arid steppes (Lawrence, 1971:252-3) which requires small but mobile groups of hunters and 

gatherers. Thus, the groups possessed few material possessions (Sahlins, 1972). The 

techniques of production were relatively simple permitting production usually only for day to day 

needs. Surplus food and materials were, therefore, not created. This in turn, precluded 

appropriation and control by a minority group. The knowledge of land and its resources which 

was the privilege of the elderly people was transferred to offspring and access to land and its 

resources was shared. The economic life was, therefore, governed by specific and limited 

objectives (Sahlins, 1972:17). The division of labour between the sexes was clear-cut, the man 

primarily providing the meat and the woman the vegetables , though the latter also 

participated in hunting for small game.

Though an extensive ceremonial exchange system operated, none of the domestic groups 

were economically dependent on such trade. The introduction of cattle and the establishment of 

pastoral stations in Central Australia which started a century ago, meant the beginning of the 

destruction of the traditional Aboriginal economy based on the nomadic coexistence of 

hunting and gathering. The loss of land and its main and scarce water resources, taken by the 

pastoralists (Heppell and Wigley 1981:5), removed Aborigines from the very means of 

production of their economy.

The dependence of the Central Australian Aborigines for survival on the rations of the 

pastoralists in return for their cheap labour and on the welfare services of the government and 

missions developed soon after the introduction of the cattle industry into the area.
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Many men and women worked with livestock and as domestic servants until 1968 when the 

introduction of the award or equal wage system for the same job for Aborigines and non- 

Aborigines resulted in the virtual expulsion of many of the Aborigines from the pastoral 

stations (Drakakis-Smith, 1981 :42). It was then that many Aboriginal families moved to 

Alice Springs to join the so-called ‘fringe’ campers of the town.

8.5.1 Economically active population

‘Economically active population comprises all persons of either sex who furnish the supply of 

labour for the production of economic goods and services during the time-reference period 

chosen for the investigation’ (Shryock and Siegel, 1971:336). This is the definition provided by 

the United Nations Secretariat. According to this definition both persons employed and 

those unemployed but seeking jobs are included in the economically active population.

By the above definition the number of Aborigines economically active, or in other words labour 

force participants, in Alice Springs town camps is 410 persons of whom only 98 were employed 

while 312 were unemployed. The number of economically active Aborigines in the town 

sample was 324 of whom 247 were employed and 77 were unemployed but seeking jobs. 

Using these statistics the Crude Activity Rate, which represents the number of 

economically active persons as a percentage of the total population, for Alice Springs town 

Aborigines is calculated at 38 per cent and for the town campers is 34 per cent. It can be 

seen that the crude activity rate is slightly higher for the town residents than for the town 

campers because the number of persons employed is much greater for the town residents. 

Detailed statistics on the economic activities of the population are in Appendices 8 to 13.

Since children and elderly people, who are physically unable to work, are included in 

calculating crude activity rates, a more refined rate would be the labour force participation rate 

which is simply the activity rate for persons of working age. The labour force participation 

rates for the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs town and town camps are 63 per cent and 55
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per cent respectively. These figures suggest that on average over half of the Alice Springs 

Aborigines of working age are economically active.

Age-sex-specific labour force participation rates provide more detailed and specific information 

than do the crude or general activity rates. Figure 8.1 provides a graphical representation 

of the labour force participation rates for the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs, based on 

the survey results.

Figure 8.1: Labour force participation rates by sex

Persons

Females

Age Groups
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Figure 8.2: Labour force participation rates by employed 
and job seekers: Alice Springs Aborigines

/  ~~-S<

Age Groups

Activity rate 

Employed 

Job Sekeers

As can be seen from Figure 8.1, the age-specific labour force participation rates reach their 

highest levels in age groups 20 to 24 and 25 to 30 for both the sexes, but the rates for males 

are very much higher than those for females.

Normally for males between 25 and 54 years old, there is universal participation in the 

labour force in most of the world’s populations; variations occur at ages above and below this 

range (United Nations, 1962:10-28). But, as is clear from Figure 8.1, the rates do not exceed 

89 per cent of the total economically active population in the case of the study population. For 

the females the rate, at best, is not more than 52 per cent. The reason for lower participation 

rates for the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs could be the fact that people were not 

actively seeking jobs because they believed that no jobs were available for them.
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Figure 8.2 provides the relative share of employed persons and those who are seeking 

jobs in the labour force participation rates for both sexes. It is obvious from Figure 8.2 that 

more than half of the labour force participants are without jobs. In age groups 25-29 and 30-34, 

where the highest employment rates were expected, the rates of employed persons and job 

seekers are equal.

8.5.2 Employment Status, occupation & industries

As was indicated earlier by other researchers (Altman, 1978; Altman and Nieuwenhuyse 

1979) about the low participation of the Aborigines in the European economy, the town campers 

in Alice Springs also have only a minor involvement in the European employment market. The 

data from the household survey show that less than a quarter of the town-camp Aboriginal 

labour force is employed. As discussed later in this section, little of this is in the private industrial 

employment market but most is in the semi-governmental community and public sectors.

The employment status of the population derived from survey results is summarized in

Table 8-5.
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Table 8-5: Employment status, Aboriginal population: Alice Springs, 1987

Place Percentages of economically active
and
sex Employed Unemployed 

(seeking job)

Town (sample):
Both sexes 76.2 23.8
Males 74.9 25.1
Females 78.0 22.0

Camps:
Both sexes 23.9 76.1
Males 19.8 80.2
Females 30.9 69.1

The data in Table 8-6 indicate that while 92 per cent of town employed Aborigines are

holding full-time jobs the figure is only 69 per cent for the town-camps employed persons, with 

26 per cent of them working in part-time positions; the rest have only casual jobs.

Table 8 -  6: Employed persons by employment type, town and town-camps

Employment Town Town-camps
type

Number % Number %

Full-time 211 92 66 69
Part time 9 4 25 26
Casual 10 4 5 5
All 230 100 96 100

The trend of employment status of the town-campers since 1981 is not satisfactory. 

Comparing the data obtained during previous camp surveys (Dillon and Young, 1985:32) on the 

percentages of the adults employed in previous years with the results of the 1987 household 

survey of town-camps, showed (Table 8-7) somewhat similar employment status for at least

seven years.
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Table 8-7: Adult employment trend:1981-1987,Alice Springs Town-camps

Years Per cent 
Adult employed

Sample size 
(N)

1981 13.6 605
1983 12.9 544
1985 14.1 686
1987 12.9* 743

* This figure is simply the percentage employed of the total number of persons aged 15-64. It is calculated to be 
comparable to figures for years 1981, 1983 and 1985. Thus, it is not the employment rate that is the percentage 
employed persons of the total labour force, as presented in Table 8-5.

The survey results suggest that while most of the female workers are in the clerical and 

professional related occupations (such as health workers) the majority of male workers are 

involved as landscapers and labourers especially in construction for the town camps. The 

data also suggest that about 54 per cent of workers were employed by the community 

organizations such as the Tangentyere Council Inc., Central Australian Aboriginal 

Congress, the community educational organizations such as the Institute for Aboriginal 

Development and special schools and the Central land council. About 11 per cent of the 

workers were employed by the commonwealth, state or local government; the share of local 

government in employing Aboriginal workers seems to be marginal. The Tangentyere Council 

alone employed 16 per cent of all employed persons.

Table 8-8: Age-pattern of employment and unemployment, Alice Springs town and town-
camps (Percentages)

Broad Population Employed Unemployed
age groups Town Camps Town Camps Town Camps

15-24 39 32 30 30 65 40
25-34 28 28 35 35 21 35
35-44 19 16 23 22 9 16
45-54 9 14 9 10 4 8
55+ 5 10 3 3 1 1
15+ 100 100 100 100 100 100

Analysis of the data on unemployment and job-seekers, suggests that in contrast to the age- 

pattern of employment (Columns 3 and 4 in Table 8-8), the unemployment data show a quite 

different age-pattern between the town Aborigines and those Aborigines who live in the 

town-camps. As the last two columns in Table 8.8 show, while 65 per cent of town job-seekers
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are concentrated in the young-adult ages of 15-24 years, the bulk of the town camp job-seekers 

are aged between 25 and 44 years and only 40 per cent of the town-camp job-seekers are 

aged 15 to 25. This suggests that while the majority of town Aboriginal job-seekers are 

young adults, in the town camps relatively more mature people are looking for a job.

The difference between the age-structures of the two populations, as shown in Columns 1 

and 2 of Table 8-12, are not likely to account for the differences in the age-pattern of 

unemployment between town and camp Aborigines.

T a b le  8 - 9 :  Percentage distribution of employed and unemployed ’job-seekers’ by marital 
status

Em ployment 

statu sand 

places

Ever-

married

Never-

Married

Unknown All

Employed:

Tow n(sam ple) 71 29 0 100

Town-cam ps

Unemployed:

86 13 1 100

Town(sam ple) 49 43 8 100

Town-cam ps 70 27 3 100

Examination of data on employment status differentials by marital status and age, as depicted 

in Tables 8-9 and 8-10, indicates that 49 per cent of town Aboriginal job-seekers were ever- 

married and as is shown in Table 8-14, 54 percent of them are in age group 15 to 24 years and 

only 35 per cent are in mature ages of 25 to 44 years. While 70 per cent of the town 

camp job-seekers were ever-married (see last row of Column 1 in Table 8-9), only 30 per 

cent of them are aged between 15 and 24 years and a large figure of 60 per cent are in mature 

adult ages of 25 to 44 years.



217

T a b le  8 -1 0 : Age-pattem of ever-married persons by employment status in Alice Springs town 
and town-camps

Age groups Employed Unemployed
(job-seekers)

Town Town-camps Town Town-camps

15-24 14 25 54 30
25-34 41 41 22 40
35-44 30 22 13 20
45-54 12 9 8 8
55+ 3 3 3 2
15+ 100 100 100 100

Thus, more young-adult job-seekers are found in the town than the town-camps 

because a higher proportion of them have already formed their own families compared to the 

town campers in the same ages.

The survey data indicate that education has a very strong bearing on the employment of the 

Aboriginal people in Alice Springs, among both town residents and town-campers. With the 

exception of only one person whose education status was not known, as Table 8-11 reveals, 

almost all of the employed Aborigines from the town sample had some level of formal 

education; 72 percent of them had attained a secondary level of schooling.
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Table 8-11: Employed persons by education levels and age, Aboriginal population, Alice 
springs town and town camps. (Data in brackets belong to town camps.)

Education Age groups
levels

15-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ 15+

Primary 0 1 14 13 3 31
(10) (13) (10) (6) (1) (40)

Attended secondary 73 78 34 8 3 196
(13) (17) (6) (1) (2) (39)

Completed secondary 1 1 0 0 0 2

(1) (1) (2) (0) (0) (4)
Attended higher 0 1 3 0 0 4

(4) (1) (0) (0) (0) (5)
Completed higher 1 2 4 0 0 7

(1) (1) (0) (1) (0) (3)
Other. 0 2 1 1 1 5

(0) (0) (0) (0) (0) (0)
Never been to school 0 0 0 0 0 0

(0) (1) (1) (2) (0) (4)
Unknown 0 1 0 0 0 1

(0) (0) (0) (0) (0) (0)
All 75 86 56 22 72 46

(29) (34) (19) (10) (3) (95)

As Table 8-11 shows, 96 per cent of the town-camp employed persons also have some 

schooling, though the proportion of those who had secondary schooling is very much lower 

than among the town residents and is almost equal to those who only attended primary school.

If we look at the unemployment differentials by education, we will find that those who are looking 

for jobs are mostly educated persons. This is true for both the town Aborigines and the town- 

camps residents. The data in Table 8-12 reveal that while only 8 per cent of town 

Aboriginal job-seekers have never been to school, in the camps about 13 per cent of job­

seekers have never gone to school and a large majority, 87 per cent, have had some level of

education.
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Table 8 -1 2 :  Job-seekers by education levels and age, Aboriginal population, Alice springs 
town and camps. (Data in brackets belong to town camps.)

Education Age groups

15-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ 15+

Primary 4 2 3 0 1 10
(60) (50) (32) (11) (0) (153)

Attended secondary 44 12 0 1 0 57
(45) (34) (7) (2) (0) (88)

Completed second. 0 0 1 0 0 1
(6) (3) (1) (1) (0) (11)

Attended higher 0 1 0 0 0 1
(3) (3) (1) (0) (0) (7)

Completed higher 0 0 0 0 0 0

(1) (0) (1) (0) (0) (2)
Never been to school 1 1 2 2 0 6

(4) (14) (7) (9) (4) (38)
Unknown 0 0 0 0 0 0

(0) (1) (0) (0) (0) (1)
All 49 16 6 3 1 75

(119) (105) (49) (23) (4) (300)

It is obvious from the above analysis that labour force participation of the Alice Springs 

Aboriginal population is strongly related to education in a positive way. Not only are almost all 

currently employed persons educated, but those who are looking for jobs are also mostly 

educated persons.

8.5.3 Sources of income

Naturally, with the lack of sufficient job opportunities for the Aboriginal people in Alice 

Springs and other parts of Central Australia, Social Security Benefits have become the principal 

source of cash income for the people. The survey data reveal that 50 per cent of the 

interviewed adult population of 16 years and over in the town and 73 per cent in the town-camps 

receive some type of Social Security Benefits. In the town 46 per cent have income from 

employment while only 13 per cent of town-campers receive wages. It should be mentioned 

that figures regarding the receivers of welfare money and wage earners are not exclusive. This 

is because 23 per cent of those who receive Family Allowance in the town are also employed 

and have wage income. In the camps, only 2 per cent of those who receive Family Allowance 

are employed but some of those who have casual and temporary jobs are also eligible for the
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Social Security Benefits. Table 8-13 provides detailed information about the types of Benefits 

received by the people.

Although the Aboriginal population do not participate in a major way in the production and 

service sectors of the Alice Springs economy they do form an integral part of the town’s 

economy. They participate directly through the utilization and consumption of services and 

goods: major industries that benefit from direct Aboriginal spending of income are transport (e.g. 

taxis), and supermarkets. The building industry also benefits largely from investments in the 

Aboriginal housing programs (Drakakis-Smith, 1980:440-441). Thus, Aboriginal people, as a 

sizable consumer group, make a single large demand source for the retail trade in the town.

T a b le  8 -1 3 : Aboriginal persons 16 years age and over receiving Social Security Benefits by 
types of benefits

Types of 
Benefits

Town
(sample)

Town-camps

Unemployment Benefits........... 67 273
Unemployment Benefits and
Family Allowance.............. 2 23
Old Age Pension.................. 5 68
Old Age Pension and Family
Allowance....................... 2 3
Old Age Pension and Invalid
Pension......................... - 1
Invalid Pension.................. 12 41
Invalid Pension and
Family Allowance................ 3 2
Invalid Pension and
other types..................... 1 -
Supporting Parents Benefit...... 4 33
Supporting Parents and
Family Allowance................ 46 27
Special Benefit.................. 1 11
Special Benefit and Family
Allowance....................... 1 -
Widows Pension................... 4 14
Widows Pension and Family
Allowance or Unemployment
Benefit or Old Age Pension..... 3 3
Sickness Benefit..................... 3 35
Sickness B. with Family Allowance...... 1 1
Family Allowance.................. 92 26
Family A. with Supporting
Parents Benefits................. - 1
Other types....................... 3 -
All Benefit types................. 250 562
Total persons 16 years plus........ 502 766
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The dependency of the Alice Springs economy on Commonwealth government funding of the 

Central Australian Aboriginal people (Heppell and Wigley, 1981:47) could be classified as an 

indirect contribution of the Aboriginal people to the economy of Alice Springs. Commonwealth 

funds allocated for the improvement of the socio-economic conditions of the Aboriginal people 

in Central Australia are channelled through some departments of the N T  government and 

through the Department of Aboriginal Affairs which has large multiplier effects in the economy of 

the area.

A large number of governmental and semi-governmental organizations provide services or 

operate on behalf of Aboriginal people in the town and in other parts of Central Australia such 

as the Tangentyere Council, Central Aboriginal Congress, Central Land Council, Northern 

Territory Department of Health and Community Services, Aboriginal Development Commission, 

Institute for Aboriginal Development and a number of other organizations. These organizations 

furnish employment opportunities not only to Aboriginal people but to the wider community 

of Alice Springs and expand the scope of demand for various sectors of the town economy. 

The scale of such services in Alice Springs leads some researchers to talk of a reverse 

economic dependency (Drakakis-Smith, 1980) of the non-Aboriginal population of the town 

upon the Aboriginal population of the town and surrounding areas. It is estimated that in 1979 

about 32 per cent of the town working force owed their jobs to the presence of the 

Aboriginal people in the area. It has been argued that this figure is a conservative estimate 

because it did not take into account those firms engaged in the local tourist industry with a 

turnover of $32 millions to the centre in 1977-78 (N.T. ’Visitor statistics’ mimeo) which heavily 

emphasized Aboriginal culture and presence in their publicity.

8.6 Summary

In Alice Springs, Aboriginal people live in town and in about 25 town-camps. Five of the camps 

are ‘illegal’ without secure lease. In this chapter, general socio-economic and cultural conditions 

of Aboriginal people in the town and in the town-camps were examined and differentials in 

socio-economic and cultural characteristics between town and town-camps were distinguished.
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The general housing condition of town-campers has improved considerably since 1976; 

however, there is still a long way to go. Nearly one third live in improvised dwellings and some 

live in the open. Aboriginal dwellings in the town sample are not considered crowded but the 

town-camps dwellings can be classified as crowded. More houses of medium and larger sizes, 

and a redistribution of the existing houses are needed.

Many camp residents have access to facilities such as tap water, flush toilets and electricity, 

but there are about nine camps without proper living facilities. The household goods 

accessibility score for the town is three times that of the town campers.

Quite a number of different Aboriginal language groups are living in Alice Springs. In the town- 

camps Arrernte is spoken by more people than other common major languages. Nearly all town 

Aborigines are commonly English speakers.

Education levels are higher in the town where a majority had some secondary schooling though 

few had completed secondary school. More campers than town- dwellers had no schooling and 

the majority of campers had only primary education, but a noticeable improvement has 

occurred in the educational status of the town campers over the last eight years.

The labour force participation rates are higher for the town than the town camps. On average 

just over half of the Alice Springs Aborigines of working age are economically active. 

Participation rates reach the highest peaks in age group 20 to 29 for both sexes but the rates 

for males are very much higher than those for females. People were not actively seeking jobs 

because they believed that no jobs were available for them. Less than a quarter of the town 

camp Aboriginal labour force is employed; the employment rate for the town Aboriginal 

residents is more than three times that of the town campers. In the town the proportions of 

employed males and females are closer but in the camps the employed females greatly 

outnumbered the males. Employment trends are unsatisfactory and have not changed over
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the last seven years. The majority of workers were employed by community organizations. 

While the majority of town Aboriginal job-seekers are young adults, in the town camps relatively 

more mature people are looking for jobs. The labour force participation of the Alice Springs 

Aboriginal population is strongly related to education.

Although the Aboriginal population is not making a major contribution to the production and 

service sectors of the Alice Springs economy they do form an integral part of the town’s 

economy directly and indirectly by providing demand for consumer goods and services 

and by attracting funds from the Commonwealth Government to the region which in turn 

enhance the region economy with Alice Spring as its supply centre.



Chapter 9

Summary and Conclusions 

9.1 Aboriginal Demography at the National Level

Aborigines constitute about 1.5 per cent of the total population of Australia, unevenly distributed 

among the states and territories. Owing to the unconformity of the Aboriginal counts in various 

Australian censuses, the true size and rate of growth of the Aboriginal population has had to be 

estimated. This problem is compounded by the unavailability of vital statistics, as a result of 

which it is not possible to arrive directly at an estimate of natural growth rate for the Aboriginal 

population at the national level. Therefore, one has to rely on indirect estimates or use 

subnational vital data to estimate vital rates. Based on this procedure the annual natural growth 

rate of the Aboriginal population for the period 1981-86 has been estimated at about 1.9 per 

cent.

The size of the Aboriginal population has undergone major changes due to disturbed 

demographic conditions after the Europeans’ settlement in the continent. From an age-old 

stationary state of about 300,000 to 700,000 persons in 1788, the population declined to a low 

level of probably about 70,000 in the early 1930s. Then, first from stabilization of family life and 

later with active medical and welfare intervention, and adaption to changed lifestyle, the process 

of decline was checked and by the 1950s the process of recovery developed into a sustained 

growth which continued well into the 1970s and 80s.

Currently most Aboriginal people live in small and medium sized urban centres except in the 

Northern Territory where the majority still live in rural areas. With relaxation of restrictions on the 

movements of Aboriginal people from the late 1960s, and changes in working conditions in 

pastoral stations, many people moved or were moved to urban centres. At the national level the 

Aboriginal population is less mobile than the total population, while in the Northern Territory
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Aborigines seems to be far more stable than the total population of the state, owing to the 

transient nature of the Territory’s non-Aboriginal population.

As in the total population of the country, there are slightly more Aboriginal females than males 

both at the national level and in the Northern Territory. The total Aboriginal population as well as 

the Northern Territory Aborigines have young age structures. The median age of the total 

national population is up to 12 years higher than that of the Aboriginal population. While on 

average, Aboriginal households are large on the national level (4.6 persons) and even larger in 

the Northern Territory (5.9 persons) basically the majority at national level (63.3 per cent) do not 

consist of some extended types. A large proportion (16 per cent) of the Aboriginal households at 

national level are single-parent (mostly single-mother) households. Mean age at marriage is 

high for both sexes and increasing, especially among women. On average, females marry 1.4 

years younger than males. Marriage is not universal for the Aborigines. About 86 per cent of 

women eventually marry by the end of their reproductive life. The total fertility rate of the 

Aboriginal women declined from 3.32 in the period 1976-81 to 2.84 for the period 1981-86, but 

the level of Aboriginal fertility is still higher than the total fertility rate of the country.

Similarly, while the mortality conditions are improving, as reflected in improvements in 

expectations of life, the level of Aboriginal mortality, especially in adult ages, is still much higher 

than that of the total population. On average, Aborigines live about 18 years less than the total 

population of the country.

9.2 Research Priorities at National Level

The above summary of Aboriginal demographic characteristics at the national level has two 

main limitations: the problem of the lack of conformity between the census counts of the size of 

the population during various operations and the unavailability of vital data amenable for 

analysis of fertility, causes of death and pattern of Aboriginal mortality and dynamics of 

population change. The conclusions drawn above about Aboriginal fertility and mortality are 

based on the indirect evidence from census results and some available local pieces of direct 

evidence which indicate the peculiar fertility and mortality conditions of the Aboriginal sub-group
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of the Australian population. This situation invites more attention and detailed analysis which 

under the present circumstances ought to be carried out on a regional and small scale area 

basis. Of course our understanding of Aboriginal demography at the national level would be 

greatly enhanced by looking more closely at such phenomena as patterns of famiiy formation, 

household characteristics and types, spatial stability and mobility. This is possible only with in- 

depth studies focused on population sub-groups and linkage of population characteristics and 

conditions with the historical context of particular geographical area. This is why this study has 

concentrated on Aboriginal mortality and fertility conditions in Central Australia and been 

restricted to Aborigines of Alice Springs for a detailed study of other demographic 

characteristics of the population.

The lack of conformity between census counts is thought to be largely due to an ethnic 

migration into the Aboriginal population of those who previously did not identify themselves as 

Aborigines or were not recognized as such by the law. Therefore, the direction of future trends 

is difficult to anticipate, in view of the subjective nature of the problem. More research is needed 

to determine the true size of the Aboriginal population at present and at the time of first 

European contact.

The second limitation, the problem of the unavailability of separate vital statistics for Aboriginal 

people, seems to be administrative in nature. But it has another dimension, too. In the past, 

distinguishing Aboriginality in statistics was perceived as being discriminatory. For many the 

introduction or reintroduction of distinguishing Aboriginality on the statistical forms and 

registration records seems incompatible with the principle of equality in treatment of all sub­

populations in Australian society. But to provide Aboriginal people with specialized and culturally 

acceptable services, especially with regard to health intervention programs, it is necessary that 

Aborigines be separately denoted on the statistical and registration forms. There are many 

reasons for collection and dissemination of Aboriginal births and deaths statistics on a national 

level. As summarized by Gray (1986:7), these include: providing measures of fertility with the 

aim of assessing risk factors associated with motherhood: measuring the number of Aboriginal
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births with the aim of assessing demographic change in the population base; measuring health 

status of mothers and children and the outcomes of confinements, in the context of Aboriginal 

health programs; providing measures of mortality with the aim of assessing demographic 

change in the population base; through classification of Aboriginal deaths by age, sex and 

cause, and comparison with population estimates, describing the health problems contributing 

to Aboriginal mortality patterns; facilitating epidemiological studies of particular health problems. 

In the absence of Aboriginal birth and death statistics at the national level, I estimated fertility 

and mortality measures with the aim of serving the above requirements at a regional level.

9.3 A close look at a regional level

9.3.1 Background

Central Australia is a semi-desert arid zone. Though it does not exist any more as an 

autonomous political administrative unit, it has been defined as such for service delivery and 

some data collection. Alice Springs serves as the administrative and supply centre for this area.

Aboriginal groups occupied Central Australia for thousands of years, following a nomadic 

hunting and gathering lifestyle, and were heavily dependent on access to land as the sole 

source for collection and hunting of food. This was largely altered with the colonization of the 

area by Europeans.

Subsequent to the crossing of the continent from south to north by Stuart and his party in 1860, 

European colonization of Central Australia began. A telegraph line was extended from Adelaide 

to Darwin and settlements at the telegraph stations were established. Stocking of land around 

waterholes followed, which in more arid parts of the centre, had severe consequences on the 

human and animal lives of the area and resulted in growing tensions and hostilities between the 

Aborigines and the settlers. In order to survive, Aborigines had no choice but to adapt to the 

new circumstances. They started to make use of the settlers and their organizations such as the 

government and the missionaries as a source of food and shelter in return for their labour at the 

pastoral stations and abiding by the new order. By the 1920s most of the Aboriginal people
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visited pastoral stations or settlements and by the 1930s the only place with no contact or 

limited contact in central Australia was the southwest Western Desert.

From 1870 to the early 1930s, Europeans settlement displaced many Aboriginal groups and 

individuals from their land and drastically reduced the size of the Aboriginal population through 

armed clashes and neglect of the physical needs of those who were forced to abandon their 

bush life and become inmates of centralized settlements. Many Aborigines were institutionalized 

and became sedentary, relying largely on the welfare services for survival.

In Central Australia by 1965, in addition to two mission settlements at Hermannsburg and Santa 

Teresa, there were six government settlements and communities at Jay Creek, Amoonguna, 

Papunya and Haast Bluff, Areyonga, Warrabri and Yuendumu. These had a combined 

Aboriginal population of 4,086 persons. The stated objective of these settlements was to house 

the Aboriginal people in segregated communities, provide them with some employment and 

medical facilities, formally educate the children in English and make the people learn the 

European way of living in order to assimilate them into the wider Australian community. The 

Welfare Branch also housed a select number of mixed descent Aborigines in Alice Springs 

welfare housing units. Many Aborigines also lived on pastoral stations to provide cheap labour. 

The current pattern of Aboriginal population settlement in central Australia resulted from this 

deliberate population resettlement policy. In June 1986, more than 10,000 Aboriginal people 

were living in Central Australia, forming about 34 per cent of the total population of the region.

9.3.2 Examination of vital rates at a regional level

It was possible to distinguish Aboriginal vital events in Alice Springs District Registration Office 

for the period 1976-1986. The results of analysis carried out on deaths records made it possible 

for the first time in Aboriginal mortality analysis to establish a process of steady decline in 

Aboriginal mortality occurring during a period of about 10 years. The decline is exhibited by 

improvement in expectation of life at birth of up to 5.13 calendar years. The gap between male
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and female mortality levels, which was very disadvantageous for males at the beginning, is 

closing.

The Aboriginal mortality level is still far higher than that of the total Northern Territory and total 

Australia; the standardized crude death rates are higher by up to three times and the complete 

expectations of life are shorter by up to 20 years. The relative risk of mortality for Aborigines of 

Central Australia is substantially higher at all ages than those for the total Northern Territory or 

total Australia; the rates are up to 17.5 times higher in the middle adult ages of 25-49. The 

leading causes of death for the Aboriginal population are in order: diseases of the circulatory 

system and respiratory system, accidents, poisoning and violence, diseases of the genito­

urinary system and infectious and parasitic diseases. Up to 39 per cent of the male excess 

mortality risk is due to diseases of the circulatory system. A process of steady decline in the 

cause-specific death rates of the leading causes of death is registered for both males and 

females. The reduction of mortality from diseases of the circulatory system contributed 51 per 

cent of the improvement in complete expectation of life for Aboriginal males during the period 

between 1975-77 and 1984-86. For Aboriginal females, reduction in mortality from diseases of 

the respiratory system contributed 52 per cent of the improvement in expectation of life.

While fertility of Aboriginal women in Central Australia has been declining, its level is about 60 

per cent higher than that of the total population of Australia. A similarity in the level of Aboriginal 

fertility and its pace of decline in Central Australia and other parts of the country was observed; 

this may indicate lack of marked geographical differences in the provision of health services to 

Aboriginal communities as well as a spatially balanced set of socio-economic changes, 

irrespective of their adequacy, in Aboriginal communities affecting the fertility behaviour of 

Aboriginal women across the country. Aboriginal fertility is still very high in the early ages of 

childbearing. The observed decline of fertility is mostly due to the reduction of fertility of the 

older women of 30 and more, and younger women of 15-19. The age pattern of fertility of the 

Aboriginal women in Central Australia is very similar to that of the total Northern Territory 

Aboriginal population. Women who left school at early ages or have never been to school had
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higher fertility than those who left school at later ages. Similarly the fertility of employed women 

is much lower than of those unemployed or not in the labour force. A clear pattern of 

differentials exists between those Aboriginal women who work outside the home and those who 

do not.

The crude birth and death rates of the Aboriginal population in Central Australia are estimated 

to be about 31 and 9 per 1000 population respectively, implying an average natural growth rate 

of 2.2 percent per year.

9.4 A Case Study of Alice Springs Aborigines

While the nomadic hunting and gathering culture of Aborigines precluded any permanent 

settlement in a particular area, Alice Springs, with its permanent waters and sacred sites, was 

an important place for Aboriginal people. Historically, the Aboriginal people who lived in the 

environs of Alice Springs and to its east belonged to the Arrernte language group. The Luritja 

occupied areas to the west, the Anmatyerre and Kaytetye to the north, the Alyawarre language 

group to the north-east, the Warlpiri further north-west and finally the Pitjantjajara groups lived 

towards the west and south west. Today, these language groups, especially the Arrernte, have 

strong representations among the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs town-camps.

After the stocking of the best surrounding pastoral lands and occupation of the waterholes at the 

turn of the century, Aboriginal groups were camped at Alice Springs on a fairly permanent basis. 

Their number, estimated at about 150 in 1899, was many times larger than that of the 

Europeans of the area. A permanent Aboriginal camp grew up around the old telegraph station 

where the Bungalow institution was located. There were also short-term visitors to the town who 

lived in this camp. In the meantime, Alice Springs town was, under the Northern Territory 

Aboriginal Ordinance of 1918, declared a prohibited area for Aborigines and remained so till 

1947. The implication was that Aborigines could be expelled from the town by the authorities.
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Growing contact with non-Aborigines resulted, among things, in the emergence of Aborigines of 

mixed-descent who were forcedly separated during childhood from their mothers and grew up in 

institutions in Alice Springs and other towns and cities around the country. Many later returned 

to Alice Springs. Currently about 12 per cent of the town proper adult Aborigines and 17 per 

cent of the town-camps adults are those who were born in Alice Springs but grew up elsewhere, 

and could be classified as return migrants. By 1944, there were 300 Aborigines of mixed 

descent in Alice Springs town including people of Chinese-Aboriginal and Afghan-Aboriginal 

descent. All became the targets of racial prejudice because the local European community 

insisted on segregated housing, and pressed for separate schooling. Similar policies were 

practised in other States.

The current pattern of Aboriginal settlement in Central Australia is largely the result of deliberate 

population resettlement policies of the government during the 1960s which involved 

government-run settlements, missions, cattle stations and a select housing of mixed descent 

Aborigines in urban welfare dwellings. In the context of this policy, which also embodied the 

concerns of the European community of Alice Springs, there was no room for development of 

Aboriginal residential areas in Alice Springs. Access to the very limited units of the Housing 

Commission was also restricted by certain criteria such as prior experience of living in an urban 

housing unit, which many Aboriginal people lacked.

To block the development of Aboriginal residential areas in Alice Springs, the Bungalow 

Aboriginal reserve was relocated by the Welfare Branch to the new settlement in Amoonguna in 

1961 and subsequently an Aboriginal township was established there. Many people refused to 

move from the town and its immediate environs. Later many people also drifted back from the 

Amoonguna settlement and established new camps in and around the town. In addition many 

former employees of cattle stations and their families, who lost their jobs after the introduction of 

award wages, migrated to Alice Springs and took residence in the town-camps. Thus, the 

present residential dualism of the Aboriginal population in Alice Springs developed: those who 

live in the town proper and those who live in the town camps. In May 1987 there were 19
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organized and about six temporary camps. Of about 3,500 total Aboriginal population of Alice 

Springs, which made up about 15 per cent of the total population of the town in 1987, the total 

number of persons living in the town-camps was 1,200, about 34 per cent of the total Aboriginal 

population of Alice Springs. But the interaction between the town and the camps is strong. 

Migratory movements occur in both directions; as a result of this interaction over a longer period 

the town proper is losing population to the town-camps. This demonstrates that given the 

opportunity and facilities, many Aboriginal people not only reveal their Aboriginal identity (as 

shown, in part, by the larger than expected 1986 Census counts), but also prefer to live in a 

more culturally familiar environment.

After an initial high intake of Aboriginal migrants during the late 60s and 70s by the town proper, 

the intake has been stable during the last 10 years. For the town-camps the intake of migrants 

reached its peak during the early 80s and then became stable afterwards. This process is 

associated with the development of the town camps and house building programs in the camps 

from the mid 70s. Meanwhile, a process of out-migration between Alice Springs and its 

surrounding Aboriginal communities in Central Australia to a large extent nullifies the effects of 

migration flow to Alice Springs. As a consequence, contrary to what is happening to the total 

population of the town, currently Aboriginal migration does not play a major role in increase of 

the Alice Springs population. The average annual growth rate of the total Alice Springs 

population during 1981-86 was 1.5 times that of the Aboriginal population (4.26 and 2.84 per 

cent respectively). While the bulk of the non-Aboriginal population increase in the town was due 

to migration, with the estimated 2.19 per cent annual natural growth rate of the Aboriginal 

population in Central Australia, only about 23 per cent of the Aboriginal population growth in 

Alice Springs is accounted for by migration.

About 40 per cent of Alice Springs town proper Aborigines and 66 per cent of town campers are 

lifetime migrants to Alice Springs. By the place of last previous residence definition, 57 per cent 

of adult town Aboriginal residents and 67 per cent of the adult town-campers are migrants. The 

origins of Aboriginal migrants to the town proper are other urban centres such as Adelaide and
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Darwin, while the surrounding rural areas are the origins for most of the migrants to the town- 

camps. Many migrants were attracted to the town proper in search of employment, while the 

main reasons given by the town campers include accompanying other family members, liking to 

live in Alice Springs, family reasons and occurrence of conflicts in the places of origin.

Short term cyclic movements are more frequent among the town Aboriginal residents. Most of 

the visitors from the town mainly visit other urban centres in the Northern Territory and in other 

States, mostly for a period of one to four weeks and generally for holidays. Visitors from the 

town-camps mostly go to the surrounding communities in central Australia, and stay away for 

comparatively longer periods, mostly to visit their friends and relatives.

The Alice Springs Aboriginal population suffers from a sex imbalance, which is in favour of 

females, and revealed by both the 1986 census results and, to a lesser extent, the 1987 survey. 

However this sex imbalance in the total population is due to the very low sex ratio of the 

Aborigines in the town in spite of a higher sex ratio in the town camps. A large number of single­

mother households are living in the town, which contributes to the low sex ratio in Alice Springs 

town. The sex ratio is high for town campers (105.9) and much lower for town residents (82.5).

While the age composition of the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs still indicates a young 

age structure, comparisons with the earlier census data reveal the beginning of an aging 

process which will transform the age composition from a young structure to a mature one.

Compared to the total Aboriginal population of the Northern Territory and Australia, marriage is 

more common among the Aboriginal population of Alice Springs. Alice Springs Aborigines marry 

at younger ages; the mean age at marriage for the Aboriginal males is 23.4 and for the females 

is 21.1 years. The difference between the male and female mean age at marriage is greater 

(2.3 years) than those for both the Northern Territory Aborigines (1.9 years) and the whole 

country Aboriginal population (1.4 years). Marriage is an almost universal phenomenon, about 

96 per cent of the males and 97 per cent of the females in the town proper as well as 96 per
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cent of the males and 99 per cent of the females in the town-camps eventually marry by the age 

of 50. Early marriage is very common; a sizable proportion of the population marry before 

reaching age 20 and females marry 2.3 years younger than males. Age at marriage is higher in 

the town than in the town camps for both males (1.6 years) and females (0.7 years). Separation, 

divorce and widowhood claim a large proportion of the Aboriginal women in Alice Springs, 

especially in the town proper.

While large household size is a common feature of the Aboriginal communities in Alice Springs, 

many of them are basically nuclear. Average household size is much higher in the camps than 

in the town. Even in the town the average household size is about five persons. In the town the 

proportion of Aboriginal households composed of some type of extended structure is very low. 

Even in the camps joint and complex types of households are not common. A very large 

proportion of town Aboriginal households consist of non-familial types while in the town-camps 

nearly a quarter of households are of non-familial type. In the town, 28 per cent of the 

interviewed households basically consist of single-mother households.

The general housing condition of town-campers has improved considerably since the mid 

1970s; however, there is still a long way to go. Nearly one third live in improvised dwellings and 

some live in the open. Dwellings are crowded; while many camp residents have access to 

facilities such as tap water, flush toilets and electricity, there are still about nine camps without 

proper living facilities. The present pattern of house size is not matching the requirements. More 

houses of medium and larger sizes, and a redistribution of the existing houses are needed.

The town-campers have three times less access to household goods than their Aboriginal 

counterparts in the town.

Education levels are higher in the town where a majority had some secondary schooling though 

few had completed secondary school. More campers than town- dwellers had no schooling and
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the majority of campers had only primary education. But a noticeable improvement has 

occurred in the educational status of the town campers over the last eight years.

The labour force participation rates are higher for the town than the town camps. On average 

just over half of the Alice Springs Aborigines of working age are economically active. 

Participation rates reach the highest peaks in age group 20 to 29 for both sexes but the rates for 

males are very much higher than those for females. Some people were not actively seeking 

jobs because they believed that no jobs were available for them.

Employment trends are unsatisfactory and have not changed over the last seven years. Less 

than a quarter of the town-camp Aboriginal labour force is employed; the employment rate for 

the town Aboriginal residents is more than three times that of the town campers. Of those 

employed the majority were employed by community organizations.

While the majority of town Aboriginal job-seekers are young adults, in the town camps relatively 

more mature people are looking for jobs. The labour force participation of the Alice Springs 

Aboriginal population is strongly related to education, most of the employed and job-seekers 

were educated.

In general, today Aborigines form a core stable population group in Alice Springs. Only about 12 

percent of the town adult Aboriginal residents and 9 per cent of the town-camp adult residents 

are certain that they will migrate out during the next two years. The stability of Aboriginal 

residents in Alice Springs is revealed by the fact that the population is not formed of a male- 

dominated group who are here away from their families for temporary work or spending their 

leisure time. Although Aborigines are less stable over a shorter period of one year than the total 

population, they are more stable over a longer period. Generally, in Alice Springs, as well as in 

the Northern Territory as a whole, Aborigines are more mobile in intrastate movement and the 

total population is more mobile in interstate movements irrespective of the length of the 

reference period.
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There is no evidence to suggest the present growth rates of the Alice Springs total population 

as well as the Aboriginal population will change markedly in the foreseeable future. The 

continuation of the present growth rates of the total population and the Aboriginal population will 

take the total population to about 43,000 persons in the year 2001 and reduce the proportion of 

the Aboriginal population from the current 15 per cent to 12 per cent. This is the scenario for the 

highest Aboriginal population growth: other variants, based on declining fertility and mortality 

and constant migration rates (see Figure 9.1) may further decrease the proportion of the 

Aboriginal population to a low level of 10 percent of the total population in Alice Springs around 

the year 2000.

Figure 9.1: Projections of the Alice Springs total and Aboriginal population to year 2006.
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Appendix 3

Alice Springs Aboriginal population by age and sex 
in town proper (sample) and town-camps, May 1987

Age groups
Males

Town (sample) 
Females Persons Males

Town camps 
Females Persons

0-4 44 66 110 92 97 189
5-9 57 55 112 54 52 106
10-14 54 63 117 73 43 116
15-19 51 62 113 62 54 116
20-24 38 56 94 61 69 130
25-29 46 39 85 53 62 115
30-34 25 37 62 50 50 100
35-39 24 32 56 37 27 64
40-44 21 20 41 35 30 65
45-49 4 14 18 33 30 63
50-54 14 13 27 21 21 42
55-59 4 2 6 11 7 18
60-64 5 7 12 15 15 30
65-69 1 3 4 13 10 23
70-74 0 1 1 1 7 8
75+ 3 4 7 2 5 7
Total 391 474 865 613 579 1192

Source: 1987 Survey conducted by the researcher.
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Appendix 4

ABORIGINAL DEMOGRAPHIC STUDY OF ALICE SPRINGS 

HOUSEHOLD QUESTIONNAIRE^

IDENTIFICATION:

Location/Address:----------------------------------------------------------------------

Code: (1) Town (2) Camp

Dwelling Number:------------------------  Household Number:---------------

Name of the House Boss:-----------------------------------------------------------

Date of the interview: / /1987

Time started:------------------------  Time completed:------------------------

Name and signature of the interviewer:-----------------------------------------

STRUCTURAL AND SANITARY CONDITIONS OF THE DWELLING

1. Type of dwelling?

(1) Room or flat in a larger structure,

(2) Single family house,

(3) Tin shed,

(4) Tent,

(5) Humpies,

(6) Open air, wind break,

(7) Other (specify)---------------------------------------------------------

2. Number of rooms in the house occupied by the household?
(Do not count kitchen, toilet and showers.)

3. Type of lighting used?

1 Due to the format problem a specimen copy of the questionnaire is not attached here, instead the questions included 
in the questionnaire are reproduced. However, as an example of how the questionnaire was desiged, the cover page 
and page 1 of the actual questionnaire are reprinted.



(1) Electricity,

(2) Other (specify)----------------------------------------------------------

4. Source of drinking water?

(1) Tap (private in the dwelling),

(2) Common tap,

(3) Bore,

(4) Drum,

(5) Other (specify)----------------------------------------------------------

5. Type of toilet used by the household?

(1) Flush toilet in the house,

(2) Common flush toilet,

(3) Pit or borehole privy,

(4) Other (specify)-----------------------------------------------------

6. Tenure status of the dwelling?

(1) Own,

(2) Rented,

(3) Other (specify)-----------------------------------------------------

7. Total number of rooms in the house excluding kitchen, toilet and showers?

POSSESSION OF HOUSEHOLD THINGS

8.If there any of these things available in the house?
TICK IF AVAILABLE.

01 Car/ Vehicle of any type

02 Motor bike

03 Bicycle

04 Television

05 Radio/Cassette player

06 Record player

07 Video

241

08 Washing machine
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09 Electric or gas stove

10 Fridge.

11 Vacuum cleaner

12 Fan

13 Air conditionning

14 Hunting gun

15 Furniture

16 Carpet

As k  fo r  all p e r s o n s  in th e  h o u s e h o l d

1. Person Number

(A) NAMES

2. I would like to know how many people usually live here counting all children, adults and 

babies. Can you tell me who they are?

En t e r  n a m e s  in t h is  c o l u m n  a g a in s t  ea ch  p e r s o n  n u m b e r . S t a r t  w it h  t h e  h o u s e  b o ss  th e n

HIS OR HER WIFE OR HUSBAND, THEN THEIR UNMARRIED CHILDREN, MARRIED CHILDREN, SON IN LAW 

AND DAGHTER IN LAW, GRAND CHILDREN, FATHER, MOTHER, BROTHER, SISTER AND SO...

Did any visitor stay last night? Can you tell their names?

3. Of all people you have told me who are...

(1) usual members of this household,

(2) visitors who are here in this household only

temporarily?

If usual member enter 1 and if visitor enter 2 in this column against each person name.

(B) AGE AND SEX

4. How old ...is?

Enter ages in completed years e.g. 40. For babies under one year write 00

5. Is ...a
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(1) male

(2) female

(C) RELATIONSHIP

6. Is ...related to house boss (person number 01 in column 1)7 

What is his/her relationship to house boss?

(01) house boss

(02) husband/wife

(03) son/daughter

(04) daughter in law/son in law

(05) grand children

(06) father/mother

(07) brother/sister

(08) brother’s wife/sister’s husband

(09) nephew/niece

(10) grand father/grand mother

(11) uncle/aunt

(12) cousins

(13) other relatives

(14) not related 

(99) Unknown

Write the relationship of each person to the house boss against his/ her name in this column.

(D) BIRTH PLACE

7. Where ...mother lived the year he/she born?

Ask for persons 12 years and over

(E) MARITAL STATUS
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(1) married or living with some one now,

(2) used to be married or used to be living with some one,

(3) never married,

(99) unknown?

Married includes legal, Christian, traditional, de facto.

IDENTIFICATION OF NUCLEAR FAMILIES WITHIN HOUSEHOLD

9. Number each group of husband wife and their unmarried children. For example: enter 1 

against house boss, his wife, his unmarried son and daughter..., enter 2 against a married 

daughter, her husband and their children names and so on.

Ask for persons 5 years and over 

(F) LANGUAGE AND EDUCATION

10. What is ...best language?

(01) Arrernte

(02) Anmatyerre

(03) Alyawarre

(04) Kaytetye

(05) Pitjantjara

(06) Luritja

(07) Pintupi

(08) Warlpiri

(09) English

(10) Other 

(99) Unknown

11. What is ...highest level of education?

(1) Primary,

(2) Attended secondary,

(3) Completed secondary,

(4) Attended higher education,
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(5) Completed higher education,

(6) Other (specify),

(7) Never been to school.

Ask for persons 12 years and over 

(G) MIGRATION

12. How long have ... been living in this place continuously?

This place’ for those who live in the town is “town’ and for those live in the camp is ‘camp’. Write 

down the answer.

ASK those who have not lived all their lives in their present location

13. Where did ... mostly lived before ... came to this place?

Enter name of the place. Do not write in the code box.

14. Why did ... move to this place? (Main reason)

(1) to find job,

(2) to go to school,

(3) marriage,

(4) accompanied other family members,

(5) other family reasons,

(6) liked to live in the town,

(7) because of conflect in the area,

(8) other reasons (specify)

(99) Unknown

Enter one main reason, school includes higher education institutions such as I.A.D.

15. Where did ... mostly live while growing up?

Enter name of the place. Donot write in the code box.
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16. While growing up did ... mostly live in a:

(1) house,

(2) tin shed,

(3) humpy,

(4) tent,

(5) wind break, open camp,

(6) other (specify)

17. How likely is tha t... move to another place away from Alice Springs during next 2 years?

(1) Quite likely,

(2) Uncertain,

(3) Not likely,

(99) Unknown

18. Before moving to Alice Springs did ... go for hunting or getting plant bush tucker?

(1) Yes

(2) No

IF YES IN COLUMN 18,

19. How often ... go?

(1) Every day,

(2) Every weekend,

(3) Just sometimes.

Ask those who lived one year or more in Alice Springs.

20. During the past year did ... live elsewhere for any part of the year?

(1) Yes

(2) No



Ask for those who lived elsewhere for some part of the last year.

21. Where did ... live while away?

22. For how long ... was away?

(1) 1-6 days,

(2) 1-4 weeks

(3) 1-6 months

(4) more than 6 months.

23. What did ... do most of the time while elsewhere?

(1) Working,

(2) Attending ceremonies,

(3) Visiting friends & relatives,

(4) On holiday,

(5) On study tour,

(6) Accompanied other family members,

(7) Other (specify).

(H) EMPLOYMENT AND ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES

24. Have ... been working during the last week?

(1) Yes

(2) No

Ask for those who have been working or had a job during the last week.

25. What did ... do in his/her job?

26. Who did ... work for?

27. Was it a:

(1) full time,

(2) part time,

(3) casual job?
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28. How much money ... get from the job a week?

ASK Q29-Q30 FOR THOSE WHO DID NOT HAVE JOB.

29. Why did no t... work?

(1) Couldn’t find job,

(2) Too old for work,

(3) Husband/father disapprove, social customs

(4) Poor health, disability,

(5) Busy with house work,

(6) In school,

(7) Other (specify)

30. Does ... get any social security money?

(1) Unemployment benefit,

(2) Old age pension,

(3) Invalid pension,

(4) Supporting mothers,

(5) Special benefit,

(6) Widow’s pension,

(7) Sickness benefit,

(8) Family allowance,

(9) Other (specify)

(10) Nil

(99) Unknown

31. Since last Christmas did ... go for hunting or getting plant bush tucker?

(1) Yes

(2) No
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ASK Q32 FOR THOSE WHO ANSWERED YES TO Q31.

32. How often ... go?

(1) Every day

(2) Every weekend

(3) Just sometimes.

33. Does he/she or someone else teach his/her children to hunt or get plant bush tucker?

(1) Yes

(2) No

34. Does ... get income from any other source such as selling craft, etc. ? if yes how much a 

week?

As k  p r in c ip a l  r e s p o n d e n t  

(H) OUT-MIGRATION

35. In the last 2 years, did any one leave who had been living here?

(1) Yes

(2) No 

If y e s , a s k :

Can you give me the following information about them:

36. Names

37. Sex

(1) Male

(2) Female

38. Relationship to house boss?

39. About how long ago he/she first left?

40. What was his/her age at the time he/she left?

41. Why did he/she move?

42. Does he/she still visit?

43. Where he/she lives now?
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REMARKS:-

AUSTRALIA* NATIONAL UN (VERS fTY (2} Single family house.
Other (specify)-

Type of lighting used?

(1) Electricity,
(2) Other . Specify

RLSLARai SCHOOL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES

drinking water? 
Tap (private u the dwelling).

Other. Specify_

Type of toilet used by the household?

borehole privey.

Tenure status of the dwelling?

(3) Other . Specif y_

the house excluding «ichten. toilet and

If there any of these things available in the house? TICK IF AVAILABLE.

. CAR / Vehicle of any type og ELECTRIC OR GAS STOV

NAKE AND SIGNATURE OF THE INTERVIEWER:
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Map 3.3: Distribution of Aboriginal language groups in Central Australia
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