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Elsia Archer OAM JP

The RDA Kimberley Board commissioned this report to explore the challenges, the 
opportunities and recommendations for change required to underpin the regeneration of 
the local economy with a robust business sector while retaining a supportive community.
The Kimberley has enormous potential but has suffered from the perfect storm of 
economic factors which halved our Regional Domestic Product since 2014 and created 
exceptionally challenging conditions for business. 
This report has been compiled based on extensive research that updates existing 
documentation and highlights the considerable changes that have occurred over the 
past five years.

I am acutely aware of the tight financial margins for companies in the region and the extraordinary high establishment 
and compliance costs that are required to move projects forward. 
Despite those barriers, we see investment into rare earth metals, mineral sands, gold, oil and gas, potash, and other 
high-value products with some projects entering a production phase with a potential for regional revenue of a billion 
dollars or more per annum.
Agriculture is also in transition, with the expansion of irrigated agriculture allowing diversification that has never been 
available at scale and the potential to add significant value to the pastoral and irrigated agriculture sectors. 
The opportunities are extensive, however, under-investment in infrastructure over many years creates a cost burden 
for all projects that are disproportionally high, whether that be for transport, telecommunications, or energy supply.
Clearing multi-layered “Red and Green Tape” persists to be costly and time-consuming, adding considerable burden 
to project development, which continues to frustrate investors and stifle advancement. In a region where we are on the 
cusp of significant change in the agricultural and aquaculture sectors and the mining, oil, and gas sectors, we need 
to ensure that procedures are equitable, streamlined and well known.  
I am particularly concerned with the unintended negative impacts of the Indigenous Procurement Policy occurring 
throughout the region. Current tender processes are rendering some non-indigenous business devoid of any Government 
contract opportunities, causing business closures. Indigenous engagement targets often outweigh the appropriately 
skilled Indigenous labour base. A review of the procurement process is required to achieve the intended benefits to 
close the gap in indigenous employment and bring economic development to the region.
I would like to thank the many government agencies which shared information in the development of this report, some 
of which have not previously been in the public arena. I also acknowledge the hard-working team at RDA Kimberley, 
which ensured this report came to fruition.

Elsia Archer OAM JP
RDA Kimberley Chair

Chairs Introduction
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Introduction 
This report has been undertaken by Regional Development Australia Kimberley (RDA Kimberley) to determine an up 
to date assessment of the state of business across the Kimberley region.

It examines the nine key economic industries of the region. 

1. Construction
2. Tourism
3. Mining and Energy
4. Pastoral 
5. Irrigated Agriculture 
6. Aquaculture
7. Indigenous Business
8. Freight and Logistics
9. Small Business

It provides information on business and the economic 
conditions in which they operate in the Kimberley. It aims to 
provide an overview of each industry while highlighting the 
competitive advantages and opportunities for economic 
development unique to each sector. It also provides insight 
from local operators and stakeholders into the barriers to 
growth and development along with potential risks faced 
by industries.
The report has uncovered many common barriers; 
low indigenous workforce engagement, excessive red 
tape, inadequate and costly air access, and crucial 
underdeveloped infrastructure, which is inhibiting the 
region from true economic advancement.
The report provides recommendations for targeted 
responses to support the regions various industries. It 
outlines how future policy, programs, and planning can 
assist in achieving sustained development and growth 
for the Kimberley and its people. 

Methodology 
Materials contained within this report were obtained 
through a literature review, along with publications and 
reports by peak industry bodies, stakeholders, government 
agencies, and specialised entities. Additional information 
was garnered by extensive consultation with stakeholder 
bodies and local industry operators. 

The report is designed as a series of standalone articles 
for each industry sector. Therefore, some information may 
be replicated when combined.

Acknowledgments
Would like to gratefully acknowledge the many national, 
state, and regional stakeholders, board members, staff, 
agency partners, peer reviewers, and consultants who 
freely gave advice and guidance in the preparation of this 
report, noting the Kimberley Development Commission 
and ATEA Consulting.
All images are credited to Tourism Western Australia 
unless otherwise stated.

Disclaimer 
Information in this report is for general information only. 
RDA Kimberley makes every attempt to ensure accuracy 
and reliability of the data in this report which has prepared 
based on best information made available up to the date 
of publication. As with any analysis based on data sets, 
it is subject to a degree of error. Individual numbers or 
percentages should not be used as absolutes. 
RDA Kimberley reserve the right to amend the document, 
if necessary, based on information that comes to our 
attention after that date.
RDA Kimberley makes no representation or warranty as to 
the accuracy or completeness of the information or takes 
responsibility for any errors or omissions in the report. In no 
event shall RDA Kimberley, its staff, or board be liable for 
any incidental or consequential damages resulting from 
the use of the data presented in this report.
Fur ther  inqu i r ies  can be  made to  RDA 
Kimberley Executive Officer on 08 9192 2450 or  
eo@rdakimberley.com.au.
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Report Recommendations 
RDA Kimberley recommends the following (non prioritised) actions to assist the regions social and economic 
development;

1. Australian Government remove the current cabotage 
restrictions as they apply the air services to and from 
the Kimberley region for a three year trial period and 
monitor to assess the effectiveness of that in improving 
air services and affordability of these to the region.

2. Australian government invest in a new bridge over 
the Ord River to remove freight impediments from the 
Diversion Dam wall - this new bridge becoming part 
of National Highway One.

3. Australian government investment in constructing 
duel lane bridges along Great Northern Highway.

4. Australian Government raise with the State of 
WA simplification and streamlining of land use 
diversification permits required on pastoral lands 
to allow mosaic irrigated agriculture production to 
accelerate as driver for Kimberley economic growth.

5. RDA Kimberley fully supports the ongoing review 
of the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act (EPBC Act),and recommends the 
Australian Government urgently also review the key 
issue of how EPBC Act is interpreted and administered 
by its public officers.

6. Australian Government undertake a review of the 
future of Curtain Air Base with a view that it continues 
to play the role it needs to for defence purposes, but 
also contributes more positively to the economic 
development of the Kimberley region.

7. Targeted migration policies to encourage appropriately 
skilled workers out to the regions where they are most 
needed.

8. Australian Government takes an active role in 
facilitating an outcome that both protects the 
environmental value of the Fitzroy River system while 

allowing the best use of water to drive increased 
economic benefits.

9. The review of Aboriginal Employment Targets. Whilst 
we support an aspirational target, we acknowledge 
the reality that current targets are unattainable for 
businesses given the current percentage of suitably 
trained and willing Indigenous workforce. 

10. Urgent revision of the Indigenous Procurement Policy;
a. Tender structure and processes that allow for 

smaller work packages to better engage local 
business.

b. Better monitoring of registered Kimberley 
Indigenous businesses to prevent what is known 
as “black cladding”.

c. Monitoring of both non-Indigenous and 
Indigenous businesses to ensure that realistic 
Aboriginal Employment Targets as per contractual 
agreements are being met.

11. Australian Government agencies raise with and 
encourage the Western Australian Government to 
investigate approaches to activate the region’s 
national parks according to world best practise, to 
promote investment, tourism products, including a 
range of accommodation options to encourage and 
extend visitation.

12. State and Federal Governments should ensure their 
buy-local policies are effective in capturing all services 
and products.

13. Australian Government continues to support the 
aquaculture industry by implementing the highest 
best practice biosecurity possible on imports to 
Australia which can pose a risk.
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Map of the Kimberley Region
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CLIMATE
• Sub tropical Monsoonal
• Dry Season May - Oct mean temp 27
• Wet Season Nov - April mean temp 36
• Mean annual rainfall 950mm 90% during wet
• Subject to river flooding & cyclones

ECONOMICS
• GRP estimated $2.8B up 2.4% 2018-19
• 15.8% higher cost of living compared to Perth
• 2270 Businesses in region
• 58% business are sole proprietorship

(Source: DPRID 2017 GRP); ABS State Accounts(5220.0); ABS 2016 Census data)

OPPORTUNITIES
• Strategic position to SE Asia
• Clean green environmental profile
• Vast land and water resources
• Strong human potential
• Culturally rich

CHALLENGES
• Labour Force - training, education and retention
• Tyranny of distance and access costs
• Development of key resilient infrastructure
• Industry regulation constraints
• Closing the gap for Indigenous population

INDUSTRY $ P/ANNUM
• Mining $506M
• Construction $630M
• Tourism $516M
• Pastoral $140M
• Irrigated agriculture $76M
• Aquaculture 34.460M

EMPLOYMENT
• Unemployment rate 15.3%
• 15.084 jobs
• Labour force 17,450
• Median annual wage $41k-51k
• Indigenous employed 27% vs state average 92%

Key Insights

LOCATION
• North west corner of Australia
• Spans 419,558 km2- twice the size of Victoria
• Six major townships
• 160 Indigenous communities
• Close proximity to growing SE Asian markets
• 91% Land falls under Native Title

POPULATION - 36, 014 
• 36,014 people - sparsely populated
• 50% Indigenous
• Even male/female split
• Median age is low at 32 yrs
• WA Average 3.4%

(Source ABS Census data 2016)

 50% INDIGENOUS
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Executive Summary

Executive Summary 
Regional Development Australia Kimberley has undertaken 
this report to access the current state of industry across 
the region. 
The report offers a snapshot of the various industry sectors, 
provides insight into the barriers to growth, define the risks 
and, importantly, highlight the opportunities for community 
focussed economic development.
The report offers recommendations that have been formed 
by consultation with local stakeholders, key agencies 
and business enterprise. The recommendations aim to 
assist the development and implementation of policy 
and programs that ensure the sustainable economic and 
social growth of this vibrant region.

The Kimberley 
The Kimberley region covers one-sixth of Western 
Australia’s landmass spanning 419,558 km² - twice the size 
of Victoria and one of the least populated places on Earth.
The region is home to 36,014 people, half of which are 
indigenous. Over 91% of the land in the region has been 
determined under Native title and comes under the control 
or influence of indigenous people.
The Kimberley consists of six towns, over 160 Indigenous 
communities, and 92 cattle station dwellings all 
strategically located in the most northern part of WA, close 
to growing international markets of SE Asia. 

The regions semi monsoon climate has distinct a wet 
season (Nov – April hot and humid) and a dry season 
(May -Oct dry and mild). Internationally acclaimed as 
one of the last wilderness frontiers, the rugged beauty 
and pristine nature of the environment is celebrated for 
its intrinsic value and sustainable economic, social, and 
cultural opportunities. 
The region is accessed via the sealed Great Northern 
Highway from the south and the Victoria Highway from the 
east. Commercial air access into the region is via two main 
airports and several small airports servicing interregional 
flights. Shipping is accessed by three major ports and two 
lessor port across the region.
The Kimberley has a diverse range of economic drivers from 
key sectors in construction, mining and energy, agriculture 
and horticulture, aquaculture and tourism which provide 
enormous opportunity for regional development. 
Along with opportunity, the region faces some fundamental 
challenges. Poor indigenous workforce engagement 
and welfare dependency, lagging infrastructure, and 
onerous regulation create barriers to sustained social and 
economic growth. 
Today’s challenge for all levels of government is to create 
policy and programs that overcome these barriers, 
enabling industry to harness the natural assets of land 
and people to create a bright, sustainable future for the 
Kimberley.
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Economic Snapshot 

1 Remplan Kimberley Economic Profile 2019 
2 Australian Bureau of Statistics Kimberley population 2003-2018 

3 ATEA Kimberley Snapshots 2020 

The Kimberley’s economy, although relatively small 
comparative to its scale, is marked by its diversity, potential 
and the role Indigenous people can play in developing its 
future. 
Over the past six years, the Kimberley GRP has nearly 
halved, falling from a high of $4.9 billion in 2014 to $2.6 
billion in 2016, with a marginal ongoing recovery to $2.8 
billion1 in 2019.
This downturn is attributed to the mining, construction and 
aquaculture sectors along with a longer-term decline in 

base population of over 15%2. This is significantly different 
to the decade prior which saw GRP expand rapidly from 
$1.3billion to $3.1billion3 
This is a crucial challenge to all Governments because 
it has the potential to see further outward migration of 
skilled people from the region, reduction on service options 
and quality, and a region more reliant on Government 
spending and support. It is, therefore, in the interests of all 
Governments to see this trend improve.

Construction
The Kimberley construction industry is the top contributing 
sector for gross revenue to the Kimberley ($630M per 
annum) and employs 8% of the workforce. 98% of 
businesses are sole traders or have less than 20 employees.  
Over the past decade the industry has suffered a severe 
retraction with the value of residential and non-residential 
construction declining over 80% and workforce down 20%. 

• The region has 50% indigenous population and is 
characterised by low home ownership and high 
rentals (63%) dominated by government and 
employee subsidised housing.

• Population decline (-15% predominately 
nonindigenous) leading to oversupply of housing 
and a dramatic fall (up to 50%) in the median house 
price, impacting investor led demand and private 
investment in non - residential construction of 
hotels, shopping centres.

• Retracting mining & resource and stagnant tourism 
sectors impact demand for new development.

• Government works which make up the bulk of non-
residential construction has fallen sharply since 2014. 
$66M awarded in the region in 2018-19.

• Current Australian Government tax regimes favour 
employer subsidised housing over subsidisation 
of private housing disincentivises private home 
ownership reducing demand.

Access to and retention of skilled labour presents an 
ongoing challenge despite the high employment rate – 
particularly within the Indigenous population.
Aboriginal Employment targets (25%) are not realistic to 
the skilled workforce available. Procurement and tender 
processes alienate local business from securing projects, 
contributing to reduction in retention of skilled labour and 
the long-term development of skilled workers. 
RDAK recommends: 

• Bringing forward of scheduled Australian 
Government public work contracts to immediate 
revive the construction industry.

• Review Fringe Benefits Scheme and other taxes 
currently weighted in favour of employer subsidised 
housing.

• Urgent review of Australian government tender 
and procurement with regards to Indigenous 
Procurement Policy and Aboriginal employment 
rates, sectioning large tenders to allow local 
business to deliver contracts and local content 
zones to encompass regions. 

Executive Summary
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Mining & Resources

4 Kimberley Development Commission Economic Snapshot 2019 

5 See ref 2 

The mining and resource industry generates $506.63 
million dollars4 per annum or 9.84% of the Kimberley regions 
total gross revenue output. It employs 644 people or 4.2% 
of jobs in the region. 16.6% of those people are Indigenous.5  
The mining and resource sectors have been historically 
defined by low volume products of gold and diamonds 
along with small volumes of iron ore. However, it on the 
cusp of significant developments as new and proposed 
projects are diversifying the extractive mining sector to 
include mineral sands, nickel, copper, rare earths and 
crude oil. In general, the industry is seeing steady growth 
with an 18% increase in revenue recorded 2017-2018. 
The region is well placed to capitalise on increased 
global demand for clean energy and rare earths. There is 
significant opportunity for development of potash, mineral 

sands and tight shale oil in the region. However, onerous 
and costly regulations, difficulties in capital raising and a 
poor logistic infrastructure create barriers to development. 
RDAK recommends 

• Australian Government streamline and reduces 
costs associated with various multi-agency 
approval processes to expedite private sector 
investment and industry development.

• Review how the Environmental Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act (EPBC Act) is 
interpreted and administered by its public officers, 
seeking for a more appropriate balance to support 
regional development and the objectives of the Act.  

Tourism
The Kimberley is an iconic holiday destination. The tourism 
industry represents 10% of gross revenue generated by 500 
businesses and directly employs 12% of workforce, with 
many other indirect flow-on benefits across the region. 
The pristine wilderness and natural environment, along 
with authentic Indigenous cultural experiences are the 
main visitor drawcards, attracting 400,000 visitors annually 
- 91% domestic and 9% international.
However, there has been minimal growth in these numbers 
over the last five years. The regions monsoon climate 
dictates high seasonal fluctuation in visitation – many 
businesses slow down or shut down for up to five months 
of the year.
There is opportunity to better activate the regions national 
parks for tourism and economic benefit, and develop more 
authentic indigenous cultural experiences, encourage 
more high yield cruise market visitation and business 
events to the region.
Barriers to industry growth are primarily the prohibitive 
cost  and poor connectivity of air access along  with high 

on ground costs. Increasing competition from cost-
competitive international destinations along with poor 
density and diversity of accommodation, dining, and 
nightlife options across the region are factors that affect 
industry growth.
Australian Government’s multi-agency regulations and 
approval process are onerous, and untimely and stifle 
industry development. 
RDAK recommends 

• Australian Government remove the current 
cabotage restrictions as they apply to air services 
to and from the Kimberley region for a three-year 
trial period. 

• RDAK commends the state and local Governmental 
support for direct flights from Melbourne to 
Kununurra and direct international flights from 
Broome to Singapore. 

• Australian Government investigate approaches to 
activate the region’s National Parks according to 
world best practice.  

Executive Summary
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Pastoral 

6 Kimberley Development Commission  

7 Oct 2017 WA Auditor General’s Report on Management of Pastoral Lands in WA 

8 DPIRD Status of The Western Australian Pastoral Rangelands 2018 

The Kimberley pastoral industry is well established and 
contributes 20% of the GRP employing 530 people (some 
seasonally6).
There are 92 Pastoral leases spanning across 21.2 million 
hectares7 including 32% Indigenous leases which are 
generally underperforming. Just over three percent of 
pastoral leases are under foreign ownership and are 
managed remotely8. 
The industry is characterised by rangeland grazing with 
growing potential for irrigated fodder production to expand 
productivity.
71% of produce is sold as live export trade – with boxed 
beef production increasing with recent access to working 
regional abattoir in West Kimberley. Live significant 
opportunity exists, including a growing global demand 
for clean, green protein and the potential to value add by 
integrating irrigated mosaic fodder production. 
Logistics infrastructure is currently underdeveloped and 
requires resilient roads and duel lane bridges, cold storage 
facilities, truck wash down facilities and refrigerated 
air freight to open markets and expedite growth. A 
coordinated and collaborative approach from disparate 
industry sectors and government is required to achieve 
scale for this investment to occur.  
Critically, multiagency regulations and approval processes 
are onerous, expensive and untimely for industry 
development and should be reviewed. Acccess to local 
skilled and unskilled labour is an ongoing concern which 
can be addressed by an increase in Indigenous workforce 
engagement and developing fit for purpose Working Visa 
arrangements.

RDAK recommends
• Australian Government review of the Environmental 

Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act in 
particular the way in which the Act is interpreted 
and administered by its public officers.

• Bilateral agreement for EPBC ACT approval processes 
between state and commonwealth governments 
not working with Commonwealth departments 
overriding state decisions - there is a greater need 
for harmonisation.

• Australian Government funding to improve logistic 
infrastructure including resilient roads and single 
lane bridges, cold storage facilities, wash down 
facilities, and refrigerated air freight.

• Developing policy that allows better access to skilled 
workforce
a. Review the Working Visa policy that is not 

currently fit for purpose
• Australian Government raise with the State of WA 

a. Simplification and streamlining of land use 
diversification permits 

b. Review of non-legislative issue of non-
indigenous plant policy 

c. Review of the conservative approach by 
DWER around water allocation, licencing and 
vegetation clearing 

Executive Summary
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Irrigated Agriculture 

9 Kimberley Development Commission 

Irrigated agriculture presents a renewable, sustainable, 
and high-value growth industry for the region currently 
contributing approx. $76 million annually to the GRP and 
500 seasonal jobs.  
The region is defined by a monsoon climate, access to 
clean, reliable water sources and abundant land suitable 
for crop production. In comparison to other like regions, 
agriculture in the Kimberley is grossly under-developed. 
There is much opportunity as the region has capacity for 
a substantial development, bringing critically required 
scale to operations and capitalising on increasing global 
demand for food and fibre products, as well as supplying 
seasonal and counter season produce for the domestic 
market. 
Powered by the Ord Irrigation Area (ORIA) the region 
currently has 24,000 hectares (less than half a percent of 
the Kimberley region) under irrigation producing a range of 
tropical fruit, vegetable, fodder, grain and seed crops. The 
west Kimberley is seeing development of mosaic irrigated 
lands for fodder production, however, there is significant 
room for further expansion and integration to value add 
to the pastoral sector.

For industry to expand it requires key infrastructure of 
resilient roads including duel lane bridges, cool/cold 
storage, processing plants and air freight access to 
export markets. Industry requires access to consistent, 
economical water allocations and better land tenure 
security.
Critically, multilayered regulation constraints at all levels of 
Government are lengthy, complicated, costly to industry, 
and a disincentive to expansion and investment.
RDAK recommends
• Australian Government streamline and reduces 

costs associated with various multi-agency approval 
processes to expedite private sector investment and 
industry development. 

• Australian Government investment into resilient road 
infrastructure and air freight infrastructure to facilitate 
access to domestic and international markets.

• Investment into the development of local processing 
and storage infrastructure will value add, enable scale 
and encourage investment.

Aquaculture
The aquaculture industry contributes $34.4 million9 to the 
GRP. The region’s natural advantage stems from pristine 
warm waters, macro tidal ecosystem, relative isolation 
important for biosecurity, predictable warm climate, and 
access to land and freshwater. However, the industry is 
still underdeveloped with comparable areas across the 
nation and world.
Main industry sectors are pearling and barramundi 
farming in the West Kimberley. Opportunity exists to cater 
to increased domestic and global demand for protein and 
seafood produce. There is a large-scale prawn farmed 
proposed for the East Kimberley (Project Sea Dragon) 
along with emerging enterprise in native species of 
freshwater lobster and prawns, and tropical rock oysters. 
Finalisation of the water allocation plans for Fitzroy River 
Catchment System could enable increased scale in the 
West Kimberley.
91% of Kimberley land and some sea areas have been 
determined under Native Title. This provides Indigenous 
groups with significant opportunity to engage and realise 
social and economic advancement. Potential also exists 
to integrate with other sectors of tourism and pastoral to 
expand business models and add value.

The formation of the Kimberley Aquaculture Development 
Zone (KADZ) as investment ready zones encourages 
development, extension to or creation of additional zones 
would encourage further growth. However, regulations and 
licencing are complicated and costly. Faster approvals, 
streamlined licensing, greater investment certainty, 
and smoother interactions with the Government are 
recommended.
Industry restraints include underdeveloped infrastructure, 
poor logistic paths, and market access. Country of Origin 
labelling continues to present risk to the profile and 
profitability of the industry. Likewise, potential biosecurity 
breaches could severely impact industry, therefor ongoing 
collaborative research and development into biosecurity 
and best farming practises are vital to industry success.
RDAK Recommends
• Australian Government implement the highest best 

practice biosecurity possible on imports to Australia.
• Ongoing support for whole of industry collaborative 

research and development.  

Executive Summary
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Freight and Logistics
Efficient and reliable logistics is one of the most critical 
factors in determining the competitiveness of a region. 
The freight and logistics industry contribute approx. $555.3 
million per annum or 10.78% of GRP and employs 6.5% of 
the Kimberley work force. 
The regions freight task is characterised by low volumes 
over vast distances with most bulk products freighted by 
via road or shipping and very little air freight. However, 
significant new projects from mining, agriculture, and 
aquaculture industries will increase the aggregate scale 
of commodities and freight and logistic requirements in 
the medium to long term. Infrastructure must be able to 
meet this growing demand.
The region is serviced by key roads linking north south 
Great Northern Highway and north east by Victoria 
Highway. These key freight paths can become cut off 
during seasonal events of fire, flood or cyclones. Urgent 
upgrades to ensure weather resilience and upgrading of 
single-lane bridges is required. Roads linking east west 
Tanami Road and Buntine Highway are not fit for purpose 
and timely upgrades to these roads is critical. 
Shipping is via three regional ports in Broome, Derby, 
and Wyndham and lesser ports in Yampi Sound. Current 
infrastructure lacks adequate bulk handling or cool storage 
facilities. The region is missing a critical shipping line 
service of cargo containers for import and export of small-
scale commodities. There are proposed developments 

for a Kimberley Marine Supply base along with container 
cargo facilities to ease this burden.
Two main regional airports along with smaller airports 
service the region. However, airfreight is highly constricted 
by lack of facilities and low aggregate commodity 
volumes. It requires development or extension to existing 
infrastructure to include air cargo carrier access and 
airside facilities.
Consideration should be given to best use of the RAAF 
curtin airbase, which has the second largest runway in 
Australia and capacity for cool storage development.
RDAK Recommends
• Australian Government investment in a new bridge 

over the Ord River to remove freight impediments, and 
freight from the Kununurra Diversion Dam wall, with 
this new bridge becoming part if the national highway 
grid and investment in dual lane bridges along the 
Great Northern Highway.

• Australian Government undertake a review of the use 
of Curtain Air Base, so it contributes more positively to 
the economic development of the Kimberley region.

• Australian Government proactively seek to authorise 
Western Australian Government officials based in 
the Kimberley region to undertake Commonwealth 
required inspections at Ports.

Executive Summary
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Indigenous Business

10 Kimberley Development Commission Website 

11 Supply Nation Website 

12 The Sleeping Giant A Social Return on Investment Report on Supply Nation Certified Suppliers 

13 Supply Nation Building Indigenous Growth Report 

Indigenous people represent 50% of the Kimberley 
population and have controlling influence over 91% of 
Kimberley land through Native Title.
The work force participation rate in the Kimberley of 
Indigenous people is 37.3% compared to the non-
indigenous rate of 82.5%. This can be attributed to low 
school attendance leading to poor education outcomes 
and therefore low workforce engagement. However, it is 
critical that higher levels of individual and community led 
education and workforce engagement occur for social 
and economic development.
There are 144 registered Indigenous businesses operating 
across the Kimberley10 making up seven percent of 
businesses in the region.
However, there are many more Indigenous business 
operating who are not registered, who are not declared an 
Indigenous enterprise or who do not meet the registration 
requirements.
Indigenous business predominately operate in 
construction, health and social services, education and 
utility management. They are 100 times more likely than 
non-indigenous business to employ an indigenous 
workforce11, and the social return to the community is 
valued at $4.41 per dollar of revenue.12 
There is opportunity for significant industry growth in 
the key areas cultural tourism, health services provision, 
agriculture and construction. 

However, low education levels and limited business 
skills present barriers to growth. Additionally, access to 
mainstream financing is difficult, therefore there is a heavy 
industry reliance on government funding.
Indigenous Procurement Policy workforce content is not 
realistically deliverable due to lack of skilled indigenous 
labour which creates instances of ‘black cladding’ (the 
practice of a non-Indigenous business entity or individual 
taking unfair advantage of an Indigenous business 
entity or individual for the purpose of gaining access to 
otherwise inaccessible Indigenous procurement policies 
or contracts13).
RDAK Recommends 
• Indigenous education and workforce development 

programs ensure health and education targets set 
by the Closing the Gap Refresh are met. 

• Funding & financing models are streamlined, reflect 
actual costs of programs, include wrap around 
services, allow flexibility and are accountable.

• Urgent revision of the Indigenous Procurement 
Policy to allow smaller work packages to engage 
local business, monitor registered business ensuring 
realistic Aboriginal Employment targets are met. 

Executive Summary
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Small Business

14 Kimberley Development Commission – Small Business 2019 

Small Business is vital to the Kimberley’s economic and 
social wellbeing. For this report, we define small business 
as having less than 20 employees.
There are 2,253 business in the region – a figure that has 
remained static over the past five years. They contributed 
a gross revenue of $2.8b in 2018 up slightly by 2.4% from 
201714. 
95% of businesses in the Kimberley are small businesses, 
57% of those are sole proprietors or in partnerships. 38% 
employ less than 20 people. The sector is defined by low 
turnover, with 73% generating a turnover between $50k 
and less than $2m.
Opportunity for growth comes from innovation and 
diversification to offer on trend and emerging consumer 
demands. Encouraging long term population growth is 
foundational to small business growth. 
The core challenge for businesses operating in a single 
region is the extreme vulnerability to economic variations. 
Any downturn in other sectors directly impacts small 
business, as does the resulting decline in base population.

Other challenges faced by small business include high 
business inputs (15% higher than Perth) which are passed 
onto the consumer. Local consumers understand and 
accept this, however large businesses outside the region 
do not and this can lead to contract loss.  
Staff retention and high cost of wages strongly impact 
small business. Engaging the local workforce is critical as 
is creating more fit for purpose policy around working visa 
labour to ensure continuity of supply. 
RDAK Recommends
• Australian government assist small businesses 

with workable tax settings and workplace relations 
framework to create sustainable jobs. 

• Policy that stimulates training and workforce 
development through local apprenticeships and 
traineeships.

• Australian Government adjust migration policy to more 
proactively achieve more migrants in the Kimberley 
region to assist grow the region and deliver the skills 
the region needs

Executive Summary
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The Kimberley 
Home to 36,014 people the Kimberley is one-sixth of 
Western Australia’s landmass spanning 419,558 km² - 
twice the size of Victoria and one of the least populated 
places on Earth. 
Internationally acclaimed as one of the last wilderness 
frontiers, the rugged beauty and pristine nature of the 
environment is celebrated for its intrinsic value and 
sustainable economic, social, and cultural opportunities. 
It has a diverse range of economic drivers from key 
sectors in construction, mining and energy, agriculture 
and horticulture, aquaculture and tourism.
Along with opportunity, the region faces some fundamental 
challenges. Poor indigenous workforce engagement 
and welfare dependency, lagging infrastructure, and 
onerous regulation create barriers to sustained social and 
economic growth. 
Today’s challenge for all levels of government is to create 
policy and plans that overcome these barriers, enabling the 
industry to harness the natural assets of land and people 
to create a bright, sustainable future for the Kimberley.

Location 
The Kimberley is the northernmost of the nine regions of 
Western Australia. Strategically located on the southern 
margins of South-East Asia and bordered west by the 
Indian Ocean, north by the Timor Sea, south by the Great 
Sandy and Tanami Deserts of the Pilbara and east by the 
Northern Territory.
The region falls under the Federal electorate of Durack, 
the State electorate of Kimberley, and covers four Local 
Government areas: Broome, Derby-West Kimberley, Halls 
Creek, and Wyndham-East Kimberley.

Townships and communities 
The Kimberley consists of six towns, over 160 Indigenous 
communities, 92 cattle station dwellings, and remote 
world-class resorts. 
Of the six significant townships, Broome is the largest and 
falls under the LGA Shire of Broome. Situated in the coastal, 
semi-arid margin of the Canning Basin and the Indian 
Ocean, it is the southern gateway to the Kimberley. With a 
vibrant multi-cultural ancestry and a population of around 
17,000 people derived from many ethnic backgrounds, it is 
recognised for pearling and tourism and as a hub servicing 
the pastoral and resources industries. Broome is 2,200 
kilometres north of Perth and is serviced by a two-and-
a-half-hour flight on daily jet services to its international 
airport.
Lying 200km north and inland of Broome, Derby is 2300km 
from Perth and has an estimated population of 3,511 
people. Located on King Sound within the Shire Derby West 
Kimberley, it has one of the world’s largest tidal ranges and 
is the gateway to the Dampier Archipelago. 

Fitzroy Crossing is the second township of the Shire of Derby 
West Kimberley, 2500km from Perth, and 235km east of 
Derby. Located on the banks of the Fitzroy River, it is home 
to 1,297 people, and it has a range of fertile soil types, which 
is extensively used for free-range beef production and 
has considerable agricultural and horticultural potential.
With a population of 3,269 people, the Shire of Halls Creek 
comprises arid country with desert to its south. It has a long 
history of free-range beef production and gold mining. It 
offers several unique natural attractions such as UNESCO 
World Heritage Listed Purnululu National Park and Wolf 
Creek Crater, forming the basis of its tourism industry.
Kununurra is the largest town in the Shire Wyndham East 
Kimberley, with a population of 3,308. Just 830km west 
of Darwin, it is a hub for mining, agriculture, and tourism, 
including the UNESCO World Heritage listed Purnululu 
National Park, the Ord River Irrigation Area, and RAMSAR 
listed Lake Argyle.  
3200km from Perth, the small township of Wyndham also 
falls within the Shire Wyndham East Kimberley and has 
a population of just 780 people. Located at the point at 
which five rivers flow into the Cambridge Gulf, the historical 
Wyndham port services the region’s pastoral, mining, and 
agriculture industries. 
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Climate 

15 Rangelands NRM WA Website 

16 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Socio-Economicscs Indexes for Areas 2018
17 REMPLAN 2018
18 ABS Census Quick Stats 2001 & 2016
19 Kimberley workforce development plan 2014–2017 - Kimberley Workforce Development Alliance 

20 As per reference 2 

21 Kimberley Development Commission website. 

The Kimberley has a semi-arid monsoonal environment 
characterised by distinct wet and dry seasons. 
The wet season occurs from November to April, with high 
humidity levels and average daily temperatures of 37°C. 
Tropical rain, high humidity, and intermittent cyclones 
produce some of the highest rainfalls in Australia and can 
provide annual mobility and access challenges as rivers 
flood and roads become cut off. 
The dry season occurs between May to October with 
average temperatures of between 20-30°C with little 
rainfall. Coastal nights are cool with fresh breezes, while 
inland temperatures can be freezing. It is a time of peak 
activity for the region’s communities and industries. 
The region has a pronounced north-south rainfall gradient, 
southern parts of the zone are semi-arid, with less reliable 
rainfall and higher annual temperature range than the 
northern parts15. The Kimberley has 80% of Western 
Australia’s total freshwater resources, with less than one 
percent currently being utilised by its people or industry. 
Although there is a growing national perception of constant, 
abundant supply, the water systems of the Kimberley’s 
rivers and streams are highly seasonal according to 
monsoon rainfall, and very few have perennial flow. 

Demographics 
The Kimberley is sparsely populated with an estimated 
residential population of 36,01416 - a population density of 
less than 0.001 per hectare. During the dry season months, 
the population can swell to over 50,000 with increased 
tourism visitation. 
The population is equally divided between males and 
females. The median age of the Kimberley population 
is younger than the Western Australian average - the 
non-indigenous average is 36 years, and the Indigenous 
average is 25 years. 

This young, cross-cultural population is concentrated 
in town centers, spread across the four shires - Shire of 
Broome 40%, Shire Derby West Kimberley 22%, Halls Creek 
Shire 9%, and Shire Wyndham East Kimberley 20%. 
There has been a 15.5 % population decline since 200117 
much of it is attributed to increasing non-Indigenous 
internal migration out of the region, which is 22% higher 
than internal arrivals.18 Consultation indicates the reasons 
are lack of affordable accommodation, high cost of living, 
a perceived / real lack of career pathways, educational, 
employment, and social opportunities in the region19. 
International migration into the region is minimal with just 
128 persons being recorded in 201820 although like much 
of Australia, the area relies heavily on seasonal migrant 
labour under visa programs. 
Future population trends vary between highest estimate 
population growth of 42,060 and the lowest estimate a 
retraction of the population to 31,140 by 203121 

Native Title
91% of the Kimberley region falls under the controlling 
influence of Indigenous people through Native Title 
determination.
Native Title ensures access rights to land; however, it is not 
ownership of land, does not reflect on a balance sheet, 
nor is it an asset that can be sold or used as equity to 
obtain funding. It does ensure Indigenous peoples rights 
and provides a point of negotiation. 
All indigenous people must play a proactive role in the 
development of the region’s social and economic future. 
Most of the Native Title claims in the Kimberley have been 
determined - the focus needs to shift to how Indigenous 
people and the Kimberley region benefits from that.
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Indigenous Population Consideration

22 Australian Bureau of Statistics Quick stats, ‘Kimberley’ (SA3), Community Profile.’ 
23 Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet - Closing the Gap Report 2018 

The Kimberley population equally divided between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people with 50% 
Indigenous compared to the Western Australian state 
average 3.1%22. 
The ratio of indigenous and non-indigenous people differs 
significantly between local shires - Broome 26%, Derby 
West Kimberley 63%, Halls Creek 76%, and Wyndham East 
Kimberley 32% Indigenous population.  
The Indigenous population is relatively stable. However, 
transient movement occurs within the region due to 
seasonal conditions and cultural practice. There are over 
160 Indigenous communities and outstations which have 
a high reliance on government services provided and 
delivered from the larger Kimberley towns.

For a complex range of reasons, Indigenous people in 
the Kimberley experience significantly higher rates of 
unemployment, incarceration, substance abuse, and 
suicide compared to other Australians. They require 
support to close the gap in child mortality, education 
including school attendance and reading & numeracy, 
employment and increased life expectancy23 and many 
government and NGO agencies are based in the region 
to assist. 
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Regional Access 

Road 

24 State Aviation Strategy 2015, Current perceptions future directions study - TNS 2016 

Key road access from the Northern Territory is via national 
Victoria Highway into Kununurra and connecting via the 
sealed Great Northern Highway to Broome and beyond 
into the Pilbara. These roads can occasionally become 
compromised and cut off during seasonal or cyclone 
flooding. Many roads leading into Indigenous communities, 
outposts, and pastoral stations are unsealed and become 
impassable during the wet season. 

Air
Seven regional airports along with community and private 
airfields service the Kimberley. The region has two main 
commercial air hubs in Broome and Kununurra – Derby 
also has a commercial airport; however, currently, no 
air carriers are utilising the facility. Broome International 
Airport has direct air connections from Perth, Darwin, and 
seasonally from Melbourne and Sydney. Kununurra Airport 
has direct air connections from Perth & Darwin with trials 
underway from Melbourne. National and local aviation 
charter operators conduct interregional flights.

There are major air facilities at RAAF Curtin airbase - a 
joint-use defence force and civil airbase located near 
Derby. Many privately or community-owned airbases 
for mining and pastoral industries along with smaller, 
mainly unsealed airstrips servicing tourism, pastoral, 
and indigenous communities, which can be subject to 
seasonal closure.
Air travel costs to and within in the Kimberley are 
comparatively high, relative to other areas in the nation24. 
Due to the location and scale of the region, accessible air 
travel is a critical component of the social network and 
economic growth of the Kimberley.

Shipping
Shipping access into the Kimberley is via ports in Broome, 
Derby, and Wyndham and lesser Yampi Sound Ports of 
Cockatoo and Koolan Islands. Access to ports can subject 
to tidal conditions.
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Economic Profile

25 Remplan Kimberley Economic Profile 2019 

26 Department of Primary Industry and Regional Development – Pre feasibility study 

27 ATEA Kimberley Snapshots 2020 

Home to 36,014 people, the Kimberley supports 15,084 jobs 
and Gross Regional Product (GRP) of 2.78 Billion25. 
For a region of its scale, this GRP is small and has been 
declining by an annual average rate of 12.6% from 2014 
to 201826. 
For the past decade, the region has contributed between 
$2-$4 billion annually or one to three percent of the WA 
Gross State Product from the main sectors of mining and 
resources, tourism, agriculture, aquaculture, construction, 
and retail.
The top-grossing revenue generated by businesses is 
construction 13%, transport 9%, mining 9%, tourism 8%, and 
agriculture 7%.
Since 2016 the Kimberley GRP has nearly halved, falling 
from a high of $4.9 billion in 2014 to $2.6 billion in 2016, with 
a marginal ongoing recovery to $2.8 billion in 2018. 
This is significantly different to the decade prior which saw 
GRP expand rapidly from $1.3billion to $3.1billion27.This is a 
crucial challenge to all Governments because it has the 
potential to see further outward migration of skilled people 
from the region, reduction on service options and quality, 
and a region more reliant on Government spending and 
support. It is, therefore, in the interests of all Governments 
to see this trend improve. 
The region has an abundance of the key natural resources 
of climate, soil, and water necessary for strong agriculture 
and food industry. With over 92 pastoral stations raising 
cattle, reliable and predictable climates, ground, and

surface water storage capacity, the region can play 
a much more significant role as a major contributor to 
food production. Developing sustainable agriculture to its 
potential is a key opportunity to broaden and strengthen 
Kimberley communities. Appropriate policy settings by 
Governments are needed to foster that and to create the 
environment for the private sector to invest in driving this 
potential.
The Kimberley’s mining resources include gold, nickel, 
iron ore, gas and oil fields, rare heavy earth elements 
and world-class diamonds. Traditionally characterised 
by low volume commodities the region is on the cusp 
of considerable change as significant bodies of potash, 
mineral sands, rare earths and tight shale are increasingly 
identified.
The aquaculture industry is dominated by extensive world-
class pearling and barramundi production. Diversifying 
opportunities exist with the proposed large-scale prawn 
farm in the east Kimberley along with development of 
native species of tropical rock oyster, fresh-water prawns 
and lobster.
The unique natural environment provides a strong basis 
for tourism with coastal cruises, 4WD adventures, authentic 
Indigenous cultural experiences, and regional events 
attracting over 400,000 domestic and international visitors 
per year. 
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Employment

28 Kimberley Development Commission Website 

29 See ref 14 

30 See ref 14 

31 Kimberley Development Commission – Kimberley Regional Overview 2019 

32 Kimberley Workforce Development Plan 2014–2011 

33 Australian Bureau of Statistic Quick Stats 2016 

34 Department of Primary Industries and Regional Development Regional Price Index Report 2019 

The region currently supports 15, 084 jobs of which 50% 
are based in Broome, 18% in Derby West Kimberley, 25% 
Wyndham East Kimberley and 6% in Halls Creek28 . FIFO 
workers from outside of the region account for 18% of the 
total available positions29.
Service industries are responsible for 75% of regional 
employment with construction, retail trade, transport, 
postal, and warehousing along with agriculture and 
mining, making up the bulk of the remaining work.
The Kimberley has 2253 registered businesses30 - a number 
which decreased 9.3% since 201131. Seven percent of those 
identify as Indigenous businesses. Small and micro 
business dominates at 98% with over 57% sole proprietors, 
and those with less than 20 employees dominating the 
remainder.
At 15.3% the Kimberley unemployment rate is nearly three 
times higher than the state average of six percent. 
Rates differ across the region - Broome unemployment 
rate is 9.2%, Derby 8.4%, Kununurra 6.8%, and Halls Creek 
is 18.5%.
Although the Indigenous population is equal to that of the 
non-Indigenous population, when it comes to workforce 
participation, there are major imbalances. Overall 
Indigenous unemployment rate is 15.3% compared with 
2.2% for the non-Indigenous, and in terms of employment, 
34.6% of Indigenous people aged 15 years and over were 
employed (employment to population ratio). As a point of 
comparison, using the same ratio, 72.0% of non-Indigenous 
people aged 15 years and over were employed32.
This can be partly attributed to the comparatively low age 
of the Indigenous population, low education skill base and 
importantly the low participation rates. This imbalance 
must be addressed as the development of the Indigenous 
population is the underlying imperative in developing the 
Kimberley workforce. 

Despite the unemployment rate in industries like 
hospitality, agriculture, food processing, there is a need for 
international visa workers, including in businesses owned 
by Indigenous interests.

Kimberley Socio-Economic Index & cost of 
living
ABS define relative socio-economic advantage and 
disadvantage in terms of people’s access to material 
and social resources, and their ability to participate in 
society and summarises 17 different measures, such as low 
income, low education, high unemployment, and unskilled 
occupations.
The Kimberley region rates as 862 (national average rate 
1000) on the ABS Social Economic Index of Relative Socio-
economic Advantage and Disadvantage. It is placed 
on the first and second quintiles for disadvantage; by 
comparison, Perth sits in the fifth and highest quintile33. 
The 2019 Regional Price Index report indicates the Kimberley 
region was, on average 15.6% more expensive to live in than 
Perth, with the inland township of Halls Creek being, on 
average 26.9% more expensive than Perth34. 

Health Services 
WA Country Health Services operate a major Regional 
Hospital in Broome plus five district hospitals in Derby, 
Fitzroy Crossing, Kununurra, Wyndham and Halls Creek. 
There are numerous smaller health centres, Indigenous 
community health clinics, Silver Chain outposts and the 
Royal Flying Doctors Service has a major airbase in Broome.

Education Services
The region is serviced by more than 20 private and 
independent public primary and secondary schools, 
along with School of the Air for remote education access. 
Tertiary institutions include North West Regional TAFE and 
University of Notre Dame

Employment by Sector
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Executive Summary
This regional brief outlines the state of the construction 
industry, its opportunities, and its challenges and 
highlights recommendations to enable long term 
sustainable growth of the sector for the betterment of 
the Kimberley and its people.
The Kimberley construction industry is the top contributing 
sector for gross revenue to the Kimberley $630M per annum 
and employs 8% of the workforce. 98% of construction 
businesses are sole traders or have less than 20 employees.  
Over the past decade, the industry has suffered a severe 
retraction with the value of residential and non-residential 
construction declining over 80% and workforce down 20%.  
This situation is attributed to
• The region has 50% indigenous population and is 

characterised by low home ownership and high rentals 
(63%) dominated by government and employee 
subsidised housing.

• Population decline (-15% predominately non 
indigenous) leading to oversupply of housing and 
a dramatic fall (up to 50%) in the median house 
price, impacting investor lead demand and private 
investment in non - residential construction of hotels, 
shopping centres.

• Retracting mining and resource and stagnant tourism 
sectors impact demand for new development.

• Government works make up the bulk of non-residential 
construction has fallen sharply since 2014. $66M 
awarded in the region in 2018-19.

• Current Australian Government tax regimes favour 
employer subsidised housing over subsidisation 
of private housing disincentivises private home 
ownership reducing demand.

Access to and retention of skilled labour presents an 
ongoing challenge despite the high employment rate – 
particularly within the Indigenous population. Aboriginal 
Employment targets (25%) are not realistic to the skilled 
workforce available. Procurement and tender processes 
alienate local business from securing projects, contributing 
to reduction in retention of skilled labour and the long-term 
development of skilled workers. 
RDAK Recommendation: 
• Bringing forward of scheduled Australian Government 

public works contracts to immediate revive the regions 
construction industry.

• Review Fringe Benefits Scheme and other taxes 
currently weighted in favour of employer subsidised 
housing.

• Urgent review Australian government tender and 
procurement with regards to: Indigenous Procurement 
Policy and Aboriginal employment rates, sectioning 
large tenders to allow local business to deliver 
contracts and local content zones to encompass 
regions. 
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The Snapshot

4 Australian Bureau Statistics 2018
5 See ref 4 

Top contributing sector 
for gross revenue $630M 

per annum.

Government funded 
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bulk of non-residential 

construction.

98% Small business 
less than 20 employees 

54% are sole traders.

Business numbers 
reduced by 15% 

(2014-2018).

Skilled labour 
presents challenge.

Current procurement 
policies and tender 
processes alienate 

local business

8% of the Kimberley 
work force1.

The value of annual 
overall construction 
work is down by 80% 

(2009-20192).

Low home ownership 
levels - 63.6% 

population use rental 
housing.

Government funded 
works have fallen 

sharply since 20143. 

Industry Overview
Construction is the primary revenue sector contributing 12% of overall gross revenue ($630 M) to the Kimberley region. 
It is the fifth largest employer at nearly eight percent and dominated by small business with 98% having 20 employees 
or less and of those 58% record as sole traders. 
The construction and building maintenance sector have suffered a major contraction over the past decade with all 
building approvals declining over 80% and the number of construction businesses contracting by 12% from 2014-20184.
Residential construction sector saw value of dwelling construction fall 83% from 2013-2019 with non-residential 
construction also falling 79% over the same period.  
This downward trend is forecast to continue with data showing just a total of six building approvals for Shire of Broome, 
one for Shire of Derby-West Kimberley and none for Shire Wyndham-East Kimberley and Shire of Halls Creek at year 
to date 2019-20205. 
Declining population, low home ownership rates, a steep reduction in medium house prices and an excess of unoccupied 
dwellings have contributed to the downturn in residential construction. 
Government funded public works of both residential and non-residential buildings has also fallen sharply since 2014, 
with limited new major stimulus forecasted. 
The further winding down of private infrastructure development led by the downturn in the mining and resources sector 
and stagnated tourism has also impacted construction works. 

1 REMPLAN 
2 Kimberley Development Commission Website
3 Western Australian State Government Who Buys What and How 2018-19
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Industry Overview continued
Over the longer term, the Kimberley’s young population will see increased demand for residential construction6. 
provided there is a shift from employer and government assisted housing toward home ownership particularly within 
the Indigenous community. However, it is unlikely that the construction industry will see any improvement in the short 
term until there is either a major project or several concurrent projects which stimulates economic activity. 
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6 ATEA Kimberley Snapshot 2020
7 ABS Census 2001-2016

Residential Construction
A confluence of factors has contributed to the significant 
contraction in residential construction. 
The population has decreased 15.5%7 over fifteen years due 
partly retraction in the resource sector and the increased 
outward migration of non-indigenous people reportedly 
due to high cost of living, poor perceived employment and 
education opportunities. 
As a result, there has been a considerable increase in 
unoccupied dwellings and severe reduction in rental 
property prices and therefore dwindling incentive for 
investors.
Median house prices across the region has seen a 
reduction of between 22-59%, making existing housing 
available at well below replacement cost disincentivising 
new construction and investor led growth.

Home ownership levels are low - of occupied private 
dwellings in Kimberley 13.2% are owned outright, 17.4% are 
owned with a mortgage and 63.6% are rented. Of that 
rental market, a significant proportion are government or 
community provided social housing and employer-based 
rentals, driving little demand for new home-owner dwelling 
construction. 
The finalisation of the decade-long government funded 
National Partnership on Remote Indigenous Housing in 2018 
has had a substantial impact on decreasing residential 
construction rates – as 80% of the national program was 
delivered in the Kimberley.
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Civil & Non-Residential Construction
A major part of the non-residential construction and 
building maintenance sector is driven by government 
contracts. Over 60% of contracts for 2018-19 was attributed 
to government funded non-residential buildings, which 
comprises industrial, commercial educational, health and 
other buildings. Overall, government funded works have 
fallen significantly since 2014, in 2018-2019 there were 76 
contracts awarded with a value of $66M, of those 83% 
went to local contractors under the local content policy8

Although there has been recent investment in road network 
upgrades projects which benefits the civil construction 
sector, they do not utilise the full range of construction 
industry businesses9  
Private investment into new or expanding factories, 
shopping centres, medical centres and hotels has also 
stagnated due to population retraction and static tourism 
visitation and the resultant lowered overall economic 
activity.

8 WA Government Who Buys What and How 
9 ATEA Kimberley Snapshot 2020 5

Labour 
Despite the high unemployment rate across the region, 
access to suitably qualified labour presents a challenge. 
Qualified technicians such as electricians are being flown 
in by some businesses unable to hire skilled labour locally.  
High cost of living and relatively low wages comparable 
to a similar FIFO role within the resource sector makes 
attracting and retaining skilled workers difficult. 
Current procurement policies and tender processes for 
public works is contributing to reduction in retention of 
skilled labour and the longer-term development of local 
skilled workers. The short-term nature of construction 
projects, short tender lead times and limited government 
contracts prevent small businesses from having the 
security to offer apprenticeships to build the local 
workforce over time.

STRENGTHS OPPORTUNITY BARRIERS RISKS

• Natural population 
growth driver for 
construction

• Ongoing 
Government 
public works 
create baseline for 
activity

• Increased incentive 
for private home 
ownership to 
drive residential 
construction

• Expedite public works
• More direct 

application of local 
content policy

• Procurement and 
tender policies need 
review

• Freight, transport and 
insurance costs

• Limited skilled labour
• Current Aboriginal 

Employment Targets 
unachievable

• Failure to realise 
government public 
works

• Further retraction 
in population 
creating downturn in 
residential works

• Delays in private 
investment 
development

CONSTRUCTION 
INDUSTRY

ANALYSIS
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Industry Opportunities

10 Housing Western Australian – Aboriginal Employment Plan Kimberley Pilbara
11 Interview Ian McKenna, Owner, East Kimberley Construction

Increasing Homeownership
Changes to all levels of government policies to 
encourage residential workers over FIFO workforce and 
the reconsideration of fringe benefits tax to allow equal 
incentive for subsidisation of private properties and 
employer provided housing would encourage local 
workforce to enter the home-owner market creating 
increased residential construction demand.  

Expedite Public Works
Government prioritising and bringing forward scheduled 
works for the region will stimulate construction industry 
directly.

Local content policy
More direct application of local content for government 
works and the revision of local content policy to reflect 
distances in the region. E.g. West Kimberley based business 
are not considered local content for tenders to the East 
Kimberley and are subject to the same conditions as Perth 
based companies even though they can be deployed 
more quickly, as cost effectively and can deliver ongoing 
maintenance programs.

Industry Barriers

Procurement and Tender Policies 
The current construction procurement policy requiring 
25% of indigenous workforce10 is not achievable for many 
businesses due to a lack of suitably qualified indigenous 
workforce to fulfill the requirements. Both indigenous and 
non-indigenous local businesses are unable to genuinely 
compete for tenders or complete projects when there is 
limited indigenous workforce. 
This had led to the practise of black cladding (non-
Indigenous business entity or individual taking unfair 
advantage of an Indigenous business entity or individual 
for the purpose of gaining access to otherwise inaccessible 
Indigenous procurement policies or contracts) and 
companies based out of the region are winning tenders 
and then not delivering on the appropriate indigenous 
content. Stronger monitoring and accountability for 
indigenous content must be initiated. 
Additionally, local nonindigenous businesses are either 
not eligible for or not offered tender opportunities for 
government works due to the Indigenous Procurement 
Policy and state Aboriginal Employment Targets. Unable 
to compete with subsidies afforded indigenous businesses 
many are permanently closing their doors - thereby 
loosing highly skilled labour as trade people leave the 
region to find regular work. This is further compounding the 
retraction in construction as there is little demand for new 
private residential builds due to the declining population11. 
It would seem the pendulum has swung too far, and the 
Indigenous Procurement Policy needs to be addressed if

all contractors and suppliers are to have fair and equitable 
access to supply opportunities in the Kimberley region.
Government project tenders are being awarded to large 
companies based outside of the region who are under 
quoting on the true cost of completing the job remotely. 
The work is then completed in an inferior manner with 
local tradespeople called in to retrospectively fix issues, 
blowing out costs. 
Large government contracts are put to tender with short 
led timeframes and large scaled schedules with little 
consideration of building local capacity. Large scale 
works should be broken down into smaller packages 
over a scheduled time period to enable regionally based 
businesses to deliver projects. Better understanding is 
needed of the economic benefits of awarding tenders 
based on true cost of works and in smaller packages to 
reinvigorate the construction industry. 

Freight, Transport and Insurances
Business related costs such as freight and petrol are 
consistently higher than metropolitan standards for 
example, unleaded petrol costs on average 30% more in 
the region. Professional indemnity insurance premiums for 
the construction industry have increased well over 200% 
with policies having more exemptions and higher excesses 
increasing the cost of business inputs.
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Construction Industry 

Industry Risks
Several risk factors can affect the construction industry:
• Failure to realise scheduled government works 
• Lengthy postponement of private sector construction planned from the mining and other key sectors
• Further retraction of the population causing reduction in residential construction and investment.

Report Recommendations
Recommendation One
Bring forward of scheduled Australian Government public works contracts to immediate revive the regions construction 
industry.
Recommendation Two 
Review of the Fringe Benefits Scheme and other taxes currently weighted in favour of employer subsidised housing 
rather than subsidised regional residential housing to encourage homeownership and long-term population growth.
Recommendation Three
Urgent review of current Australian government tender and procurement process about:
a. Indigenous Procurement Policy is precluding some local nonindigenous businesses from eligibility to tender for 

any government works, causing business closures and skilled labour loss from the region.
b. Large scale tenders to be sectioned into smaller work schedules to enable local businesses to deliver works.
c. Local content zones should encompass the whole region rather than a set distance to allow local business to fulfill 

regional contracts.
Recommendation Four
Review of the Aboriginal Employment Targets for the construction industry in the Kimberley which at 25% outweighs 
the skilled indigenous labour available to fulfill it.
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Executive Summary 
This regional brief outlines the state of the Tourism 
industry, its opportunities, and its challenges and 
highlights recommendations to enable long term 
sustainable growth of the sector for the betterment the 
Kimberley and its people.
The Kimberley is an iconic holiday destination. The tourism 
industry represents 10% of gross revenue generated by 500 
businesses and directly employs 12% of workforce, with 
many other indirect flow-on benefits across the region. 
The pristine wilderness and natural environment, along 
with authentic Indigenous cultural experiences are the 
main visitor drawcards, attracting 400,000 visitors annually 
- 91% domestic and 9% international. However, there has 
been minimal growth in these numbers over the last 5 
years.
The regions monsoon climate dictates high seasonal 
fluctuation in visitation – many businesses slow down or 
shut for up to five months of the year.
The development of a unified regional brand for all 
stakeholders to utilise could increase destination profile 
and product recognition. There is opportunity to better 
activate the regions national parks and develop more 
indigenous cultural experiences, encourage more high 
yield cruise market visitation and business events to the 
region. 

Barriers to industry growth are primarily the prohibitive 
cost and poor connectivity of air access along with high 
on ground costs. Increasing competition from cost-
competitive international destinations along with poor 
density and diversity of accommodation, dining, and 
nightlife options across the region are factors that affect 
industry growth. Australian Government’s multi-agency 
regulations and approval process are onerous, expensive, 
and untimely and stifle industry development. 
RDAK Recommends:

• Australian Government remove the current 
cabotage restrictions as they apply the air services 
to and from the Kimberley region for a three-year 
trial period. 

• State and local Governmental support for direct 
flights from Melbourne to Kununurra and direct 
international flights from Broome to Singapore. 

• Local, state, and federal government agencies align 
to create a bespoke regional brand. 

• Australian Government to investigate approaches 
to activate the region’s National Parks.
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The Snapshot 

Strong intrastate, 
lower interstate, 

limited international 
awareness levels.

10% of the GRP 
generated by 500 

businesses.

High on ground costs of 
accommodation, tours, and 
experiences comparative to 
other tourism destinations.

Pristine wilderness and 
natural environment, 
authentic Indigenous 
cultural experiences.

Monsoon climate 
dictates high 

seasonal fluctuation 
in visitation.

High cost and 
poor connectivity 

of air access.

Employs 12% of 
workforce.

Low product density 
combined with vast distances 

between attractions 
discourage visitation.

Multi-agency regulations and 
approval process are onerous, 

expensive, and untimely.

Global cruise market and 
Business Event Sectors 
present growth areas.

Better activate 
terrestrial and Marine  

National Parks.

400,000 visitors annually 
- 89% domestic, 11% 

international from key 
international. 
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The Kimberley
Covering nearly 423,000km2, the unique natural 
environment of the Kimberley provides a strong basis for 
Australian tourism experiences of coastal cruises, 4WD 
adventures, and authentic indigenous cultural interactions.
The Kimberley is renowned for the pristine environment 
and immense, diverse landscape of majestic rivers and 
floodplains, ancient cave systems, spectacular gorges 
and thundering waterfalls along with world-class beaches 
and rugged island archipelagos. It is home to 17 vast 
marine and terrestrial national parks, including several 
RAMSAR listed wetlands, the UNESCO World Heritage-listed 
Purnululu National Park, Mitchell River National Park, Geikie, 
and Windjana Gorge National Parks, Horizontal Falls in the 
Buccaneer Archipelago and the internationally acclaimed 
Cable Beach.

Broome, Derby and the Dampier Peninsula
The southern gateway to the region, Broome’s multicultural 
heritage, and world-famous Cable Beach are major tourist 
drawcards. Daily direct jet services access Broome from 
Perth (2.2 hrs) and Darwin (1.45hrs) and seasonal flights 
from Melbourne, Sydney, and Adelaide. Direct flights from 
Singapore will bring connectivity to SE Asia and onward 
global connections.
For 200 kilometres north of Broome, the Dampier Peninsula 
offers authentic Indigenous cultural activities, working 
pearl farm tours, and remote eco-glamping. Work to 
seal the Broome Cape Leveque Road is underway and 
critical to ensuring all-season access and the continued 
development of diverse, authentic indigenous products. 
Although it remains to be seen how this will be managed 
and is tempered by the local communities’ desire to 
expand whilst retaining cultural integrity.

Located 200km east northeast of Broome, Derby is the 
gateway to the thousand islands of the Buccaneer 
Archipelago, the Horizontal Waterfall, and the western start 
point for the iconic Gibb River Road 4WD route. 

Fitzroy Crossing and Halls Creek
The small township of Fitzroy Crossing is 400km east of 
Broome, offering access to Windjana Gorge and Geikie 
Gorge National Parks and Indigenous cultural experiences. 
300kms east of Fitzroy Crossing, Halls Creek has a strong 
gold mining history and is the closest township to access 
UNESCO World Heritage-listed Purnululu National Park and 
the ancient meteorological site of Wolfe Creek Crater.

Kununurra and Wyndham
Kununurra is the eastern gateway to the Kimberley, 
accessed by the national Victoria Highway from the east 
and serviced by jet flights from Darwin and Broome (>1 
hour) and Perth (3 hours). A trial of direct flights from 
Melbourne commences in May 2020 to encourage 
increased interstate visitation.  
Kununurra is a popular base to explore the ancient 
Purnululu National Park, Lake Argyle, and the Ord River 
and is the start/end point for many extended 4WD 
tours. Barramundi fishing and viewing the Ord Irrigation 
Scheme are also popular tourism interests. Wyndham is 
a small historically important port centre situated on the 
Cambridge Gulf and the departure point for luxury coastal 
cruise expeditions. The Gibb River is an iconic 4WD route 
boasting gorges, working cattle stations, and wilderness 
parks offering homestead, camping, and eco glamping 
opportunities.
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Industry Overview

1 ATEA Kimberley Snapshots 2020
2 Kimberley Development Commission
3 Austrade/ Tourism Research Australia 2018
4 Tourism WA Visitor Fact Sheet 2018
5 See ref 1
6 Tourism Investment and Regulation Review Final Report – Austrade 2012

Recognised as a ‘specialised tourism region’ attracting 
nearly half a million domestic and international visitors 
annually the Kimberley has one of the highest visitors 
spend per capita in the country (average annual visitor 
spend $14,455 per person), ahead of regions such as 
Tropical North Queensland (average annual visitor spend 
$12,940 per person1). 
The tourism sector accounts for an estimated 12% of 
regional employment2 and nearly 10% of gross regional 
revenue, although hard to define, the flow on effect from 
visitation realises a much greater economic contribution. 
There are 500 business directly involved with many 
additional indirectly associated companies gaining value 
from visitation3. 

Visitor Numbers 
The region hosted 593,000 visitors in 20174 , of these 255,300 
are intrastate visitors accounting for 60%, followed by 
29% interstate visitors with international making up the 
remaining 11%. Visitors stayed on average, six nights and 
spent $163 per night (2008-2018). 
Visitation rates grew at approximately two percent per 
annum, led by the Shire of Wyndham East Kimberley (4%), 
Derby-West Kimberley (3.2%), and Broome (1.3%) while 
Halls Creek showed negative growth (- 2.7%).
Concerted efforts by tourism industry campaigns, 
increased profile for regional events, and the recently 
trialled discounted airfares from Perth to Broome are the 
drivers for this marginal growth.

Av 2015-2018 Visitors By Origin

Intrastate Visitors Interstate Visitors International Visitors

60%

11%

29%

Seasonality
With a semi-arid monsoon climate, the characteristic 
wet and dry seasons offer different opportunities and 
attractions for tourists and some limitations to tourism 
operations.
The dry season (May to October) brings warm, dry 
conditions to much of the region and is the peak time for 
activity, events, and visitation.
The wet season (November to April) brings higher 
temperatures, humidity, heavy rainfall, and occasional 
cyclonic events, offering a different experience and 
landscape. However, restricted access and low visitor 
numbers see many key attractions and businesses in full 
shutdown or low use for up to four months. The routine 
shutdown each year is the sharpest anywhere in Australia5. 
There is a general market perception that the Kimberley 
is undesirable during the wet season impacting business 
viability, potential investment, and ongoing development. 
Yet, although unquestionably hot and humid, the wet 
season can offer an entirely different experience.
Improvements to crucial access roads such as the Broome 
Cape Leveque Road, Tanami Road, Duncan Road will 
have a positive impact on access. However, additional 
investment in the development of all-season infrastructure 
and attractions is vital for growth.
Extending shoulder seasons by encouraging lower rates, 
offering elevated, small group experiences, and capitalising 
on corporate and incentive markets can provide operators 
with extended trading windows and soften the region’s 
seasonal profile.

Industry Regulations 
Government policies, regulations, and incentives have a 
significant impact on the tourism sector and can play a 
key role in encouraging growth. Tourism industry operators 
are subject to many rules, including provisions from over 
seven state and federal government acts.
Many permits and licences apply to general business 
regulation, including planning and building regulation, 
labour supply, taxation, liquor licensing, food hygiene, 
occupational health and safety, and visitor access 
passes recently introduced by native title groups. 
Regulatory barriers faced by the tourism industry are 
high in comparison with other sectors and countries 
which is challenging and costly for operators and potential 
investors6.  
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Market Segments

7 Tourism Perceptions – Tourism WA
8 Tourism Research Australia 2018
9 ATEA Kimberley Snapshot 2020

The tourism market is divided into domestic (91% of 
visitation) and international (9% of visitation) and further 
subdivided into low and high expenditure tourists. 65% 
of intra and interstate visitors are considered high 
expenditure visitors accessing the region by air and up 
taking accommodation, vehicle hire, organised tours, 
and dining options. The remaining 35% is generally the 
lower expenditure backpacker and caravan travellers who 
spend less per day but stay for extended periods. 

Domestic Market  
The Kimberley destination has a relatively strong intrastate 
profile - research showing a high awareness of location, 
climate, natural attractions, and key visitor experiences. 
However, its perceived to be expensive in comparison to 
other destinations, therefore market growth and return 
visitation is low. 
Interstate segment awareness is comparatively lower, with 
key attractions of Cable Beach and the Bungle Bungle 
Range along with bucket list experiences of luxury coastal 
cruising and extended 4WD expeditions typically having 
greater awareness than the townships7. For many, it 
remains an aspirational destination with cost, distance, 
and lack of regional knowledge the cited barriers for 
visitation. Seasonal direct flights from Melbourne, Sydney,

and Brisbane along with targeted marketed campaigns by 
regional and state tourism organisations are having some 
positive impact, however, overall growth is slow. 

International Market 
International visitors make up 11% of the total tourism 
numbers. The key markets are the USA (15%), New Zealand 
(13%) Germany (13%) United Kingdom (11%) and France 
(6%)8. Current International visitors tend to stay for 
more extended periods but spend less per day than the 
domestic traveller – this is characteristic of the adventure 
- backpacking sector.
There is potential to grow the high-yield global luxury travel 
market who are willing to pay higher costs associated with 
accessing unique experiences offered in the region. This 
sector is generally time-poor and seeks authentic travel 
experiences combined with luxury accommodation and 
access by jet or helicopter9.  
The International market was engaged by the successful 
trialling of direct Singapore jet services into Broome in 2018.  
This uninterrupted service reduces flight and connection 
time by 11 hours, provides onward connectivity to other 
key international markets, and has increased the region’s 
profile in SE Asia. Ongoing support for the direct Broome - 
Singapore air services is critical for global market growth.

Tourism

ANALYSIS

STRENGTHS OPPORTUNITY BARRIERS RISKS

• Unique natural 
environment

• Indigenous 
Cultural values

• Aspirational 
destination

• Strong intrastate 
market reputation

• Position as key 
region for indigenous 
Tourism

• Develop Business 
Events market

• Develop Cruise market
• Develop regional 

brand
• Activate National 

Parks and Cable 
Beach

• Connectivity and cost 
of air access

• Seasonal restriction
• Infrastructure 

underdeveloped
• Social issues
• Distance / services 

between attractions
• Land tenure & 

industry regulation
• Poor experience 

density

• Competition for other 
markets

• Impact of negative 
social behaviors

• Increasing native title 
Visitor Pass and other 
permits

• Changing market 
preferences

• Natural or 
environmental 
disaster
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Industry Opportunities

10 Department Foreign Affairs and Trade - Indigenous Tourism Surge 2019
11 Research Gate - Regional Branding: Building Brand Value
12 Kimberley Ports Cruise Shipping 

Indigenous Tourism
Indigenous culture is a crucial point of difference in today’s 
highly competitive domestic and international tourism 
market, and the demand for authentic nature-based 
cultural interactions and activities continues to grow. 
International Indigenous Tourism visitation to Australia 
has surged by an average 9 percent per year since 2013, 
and this market spend 34% more per trip on average10. 
Research shows that 11% of international visitors uptake 
Indigenous tourism activities, however, the domestic 
demand for activities is much lower at less than one 
percent. The Kimberley is well-positioned to be Australia’s 
pre-eminent region for Indigenous Cultural Tourism. 
However, given the percentage of domestic visitation, 
engaging the domestic market in activities is critical to 
ensuring business sustainability and long-term success. 
Likewise, engaging, training, and retention of the local 
indigenous workforce to deliver consistent, authentic 
product is pivotal in driving this market forward.

Building Brand Value
Place or regional branding has become an increasingly 
integral part of regional economic development strategies 
in the global competition for business investment and 
growth. Regional branding supports the development of 
socially, culturally and environmentally oriented economies 
in areas that are interesting due to their natural and cultural 
heritage11. The Kimberley region is perceived as a unique, 
adventurous and pristine destination, attributes to develop 
into a single unified brand that tourism stakeholders could 
align behind and utilise.

Activate Natural Attractions
Most natural attractions (e.g., Horizontal Waterfalls, 
Purnululu, Mitchell Falls, and many Indigenous rock art 
galleries) are situated in the regions 17 marine and terrestrial 
national parks. However, they are severely underutilised – 
for example the two largest national parks in Australia - 
Drysdale River National Park and Prince Regent National 
Park are presently unmanned and have no reliable access. 
These spectacular wilderness areas contain abundant 
native flora and fauna, unparalleled ancient rock art 
galleries, pristine water courses and natural waterfalls and 
have much potential to engage visitors.Development of 
appropriately managed, eco-sensitive infrastructure along 
with stronger stakeholder engagement with the state and 
federal agencies responsible for their management could 
better activate these tourism drawcards. Likewise, Broome’s 
Cable Beach is world-renowned but underutilised; there 
is an opportunity to better activate by developing public 
trading opportunities, a small-scale retail strip, seasonal 
food vans, and additional adventure activities.

Cruise Market 
In addition to hosting Kimberley expedition vessels, Broome 
is becoming recognised as an exotic inclusion for extended 
itineraries with the larger cruise liner industry. In 2018, the 
cruise industry delivered $14.5 million economic output to 
the region, including an estimated $7.8m value-adding. 
2020 will see 37 cruise ships scheduled into Broome, an 
increase of 19% from 201912. There is strong potential to 
foster this market more actively to continue its growth. 
However, quality onshore tours, dining, and retail options 
must be readily available to meet the needs of the guests – 
particularly during the offseason to avoid poor experiences 
creating damage to reputation.

Business Events and niche market tourism
The Business Event sector (meetings, incentives, 
conventions, and exhibitions) is a high yield market – 
with average daily delegate spending twice as much as 
traditional tourists. The uniqueness of Kimberley places 
it in a strong position to attract high yield, low impact 
domestic and international small group incentives, and 
pre and post-conference markets. However, the Kimberley 
profile and level of industry engagement is minimal and 
requires focus to gain traction and growth. 
Opportunity exists to grow a wide range of high yield 
niche markets like Diving Tourism (the Rowley Shoals 
offers pristine, abundant coral and fish life rivalling the 
Great Barrier Reef), Health and Wellness tourism, Wedding 
tourism and Sport or Game Fishing tourism to name a few.
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Industry Barriers

13 See ref 11
14 Tourism WA Research 2018

Air Access 
A connected and cost-competitive aviation environment 
is essential for tourism growth.  
Airfares to and from Kimberley have long been higher 
than other equivalent air routes in Australia and this is 
the primary barrier to visitation.  
Despite many inquiries and reviews, there has been little 
or no progress in lowering air travel costs.
A more deliberative approach needs to be tried, in the 
effort to grow the region and provide more affordable 
options for travel to support industry and residents. Existing 
air carriers may oppose change. But there will not be better 
results without trying different approaches.
In the Harper Review 2015 for The Australian Government 
Competition Policy Review Final Report 2015, it was 
recommended that...” The current air cabotage restrictions 
should be removed for all air cargo as well as passenger 
services to specific geographic areas, such as island 
territories and on poorly served routes unless it can be 
demonstrated that the benefits of the restrictions to 
the community as a whole outweigh the costs, and the 
objectives of the restrictions can only be achieved by 
restricting competition18. “
The suggestion of removing cabotage restrictions for air 
services to and from Kimberley was raised in the 2017/18 
WA parliamentary review into the cost of regional airfares.
Again, despite that review, no lasting improvements in 
airfare affordability have been seen. 

Product Density & Diversity
Research indicates that the region has a perceived lack 
of experience density – i.e. limited amount and diversity 
of tours, experiences and activities to engage visitors13. 
This, coupled with distances between town centres and 
the considerable time/cost in reaching the destination, 
present a barrier to justify a lengthy stay or return visit. There 
is demand for increasing mid-range accommodation 
options – particularly basic chalets and permanent tents14. 
Investment in the development of environmentally and 
culturally appropriate 5-star eco-lodges, particularly 
within national park setting, would cater to the growing 
high-yield luxury market.

Land tenure 
Access to land is a primary requirement for tourism 
infrastructure and associated businesses and service 
development. Kimberley land tenure systems are complex 
with multiple, overlapping tenures and numerous permits 
and approvals required for land development. Addressing 
Indigenous tenure issues, developing consistent principles 
to guide reviews, and improving assessment processes is 
crucial. Most land of tourism value is State government-
owned, and therefore it is Government which can make 
a difference in attracting investment to develop tourism 
product.

Workforce participation and productivity 
Paradoxically given the unemployment rates, local labour 
skills shortage is an issue, and the region currently rely 
heavily on 457 visa and seasonal backpacker labour. 
A focus on engaging, training, and retaining a local 
workforce, especially from the Indigenous sector, would 
provide continuity of labour supply reducing human 
resource, housing, and staff development costs and 
increase overall productivity.
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Industry Risks

15 Webjet web search January 2020
16 Budget Direct – Average Holiday Costs Statistics 2019

Competing Destinations and Value for Money
There is increasing competition from alternate domestic 
and international destinations. These offer extremely cost-
competitive holiday packages, making the Kimberley seen 
poor value for money. For example, for the same offseason 
dates, same flight distance, same carrier the return fares 
Perth - Bali, Indonesia $328 compared to Perth – Broome 
sector at $59815. Additionally, the average daily costs for 
visitors to Broome is 220% above that of equivalent visitor 
spend in Bali16. 

Impact of social behaviours and low civic pride
Impact to the region’s safe, friendly reputation is strongly 
compromised by the poor social conditions of some 
residents, antisocial behaviours and increasing youth-
related crime. Unsocial behaviours influencing non-
tourism friendly policies (e.g. takeaway alcohol bans) are 
a risk to the destinations reputation and industry growth. 
Some town centres appear tired, with public spaces 
and amenities off lesser standards than tourists expect.  
Despite considerable efforts of local shire councils, littering 
and unkempt areas of towns create poor perceptions 
amongst visitors.

Native Title Visitor Pass
The recent introduction of individual native title groups 
Visitor Passes presents a risk. The potential for replication 
across many separate systems, excessive charges, and 
a lack of clarity for tourism operators and visitors could 
impact investment and growth.

Market Preference 
Understanding the trends in and drivers of domestic and 
international tourism is critical to ensure tourism-related 
businesses adapt products or make new investments 
for the region to stay relevant and on-trend to market 
preferences. There is a risk of complacency around 
innovation and development and an overreliance on the 
unique, untouched Kimberley brand.

Environmental or Natural Disaster 
Any large-scale natural disaster or severe outbreak of 
infectious disease can vastly impact tourism visitation 
both immediately and in the forward booking period while 
public confidence in the region’s overall security returns.

Report Recommendations 
Recommendation One
Australian Government remove the current cabotage restrictions as they apply the air services to and from the 
Kimberley region for a three year trial period and monitor to assess the effectiveness of that in improving air services 
and affordability of these to the region. 
Recommendation Two 
State and local Governmental support for the continuation of direct flights from Melbourne to Kununurra along with the 
extension of direct international flights from Broome to Singapore to encourage increased domestic and international 
visitation.
Recommendation Three
RDA Kimberley recommends Australian Government agencies raise with and encourage the Western Australian 
Government to follow world best practice to better activate the region’s National Parks, to promote investment, tourism 
products, including a range of accommodation and dining options to encourage and extend visitation.



Mining and 
Resource Industry www.rdakimberley.com.au



Business in the Kimberley 39

Mining and Resource Industry

Executive Summary

1 Kimberley Development Commission Economic Snapshot 2019
2 See ref 2

The mining and resource industry generates $506.63M1 
or 9.84% GRP. It employs 644 people or 4.2% of jobs in the 
region, 16.6% of those people are Indigenous2   
The mining and resource sectors have been historically 
defined by low volume products of gold and diamonds 
along with small volumes of iron ore. However, it on the 
cusp of significant developments as new and proposed 
projects are diversifying the extractive mining sector to 
include mineral sands, nickel, copper, rare earths and 
crude oil. In general, the industry is seeing steady growth 
with an 18% increase in revenue recorded 2017-2018.  
The region is well placed to capitalise on increased 
global demand for clean energy and rare earths. There is 
significant opportunity for development of potash, mineral 
sands and tight shale oil in the region. 
Due to their compact nature, historically dominant 
products of gold and diamonds have not imposed any 
significant requirement on the region’s road and port 
networks. However, increasing demand from diverse bulk

minerals, rare earths and potential onshore oil and gas 
production will challenge existing road and shipping 
infrastructure.  
Additionally, onerous and costly regulations, difficulties 
in capital raising and a poor logistic infrastructure create 
barriers to development.
RDAK recommends
• Australian Government streamline and reduces 

costs associated with various multi-agency approval 
processes to expedite private sector investment and 
industry development.  

• Review how the Environmental Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act (EPBC Act) is interpreted 
and administered by its public officers, seeking for 
a more appropriate balance to support regional 
development and the objectives of the Act.   
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Mining and Resource Industry

The Snapshot

Generates $506.63 million 
dollars3  9.84% 

Employ 644 people or 4.2% of 
jobs 16.6% are Indigenous4  

Low volume products of gold 
and diamonds 

New markets in Iron 
Ore, Oil & Gas

Emerging Markets Mineral 
Sands and Rare Earths

Industry is seeing steady 
growth with an 18% increase in 

revenue 2017-2018

Better infrastructure required for 
increasing product scale and 

diversity infrastructure

Industry Overview
The Kimberley region is considered massively 
underexplored in comparison to other known mineralised 
belts within Western Australia, yet it boasts the right 
geological terrain, metamorphic grade and tectonic 
setting to host multiple world-class deposits5. 
Strategically located on the southern margins of South-
East Asia, the region is well place to access global markets 
as the international demand for clean energy and rare 
earth commodities soar.
The Kimberley’s relatively small industry generated $432m 
for the region in 2018-2019. The sector is estimated to 
employ 644 people or 4.2% of jobs in the region. 16.6% of 
those jobs are undertaken by indigenous people.6

The resources sector in the Kimberley has a history of being 
heavily reliant of one or two commodities, particularly iron 
ore and diamonds. However, it is on the cusp of significant 
diversification as commercial quantities of rare earths and 
other minerals are identified and commercialised.

In general, the industry is seeing steady growth with an 18% 
increase in revenue recorded 2017-2018. This was mainly 
driven by the recommencement of iron ore production 
out of Koolan Island.
Outlook continues to improve with developments in:
• Koolan Island Iron Ore production $250 million to GVP
• Savannah Project’s Nickel and Copper mine production 

$200 million to GVP
• Northern Minerals Dysprosium production $20 million 

to GVP
• Buru Energy Ungani Oil fields production 1400 BOPD 
With exception of offshore oil and gas production in the 
Browse Basin, most of the extractive mining in the region 
has been in located in central and east Kimberley. 
However, emerging projects will see increased 
developments in the West Kimberley.

3  Kimberley Development Commission Economic Snapshot 2019
4 See ref 2
5  Hexagon Resources
6 See ref 2
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Mining and Resource Industry

Production Value by Commodies 2018-19
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Logistics 

West Kimberley is accessed from the south by the sealed 
Great Northern Highway. Access to the East Kimberley 
is via the national Victoria Highway from the east and 
Great Northern Highway from the west. These roads can 
occasionally become comprised and cut off by fire, flood 
and cyclonic events.
Shipping access into the Kimberley is via the main ports 
of Broome, Derby, and Wyndham and the lesser Yampi 
Sound Ports of Cockatoo and Koolan Islands. 
Main commercial airports operate in Broome and 
Kununurra along with lesser airports in all major townships. 
There is a substantial community-owned airbase on the 
Dampier Peninsula currently servicing offshore Oil and 
Gas industry. There is potential to utilise the joint use 
RAAF Curtin Airbase near Derby, which has capacity for 
an extensive range of cargo carriers.

Due to their compact nature, historically dominant 
products of gold and diamonds have not imposed any 
significant requirement on the region’s road and port 
networks. Likewise, the bulk of iron ore has been exported 
direct from offshore facilities direct from the mine site at 
Koolan Island. 
However, increasing demand from diverse bulk minerals, 
rare earths and potential onshore oil and gas production 
will challenge existing road and shipping infrastructure. 
Projected growth in annual tonnage exported from 
mainland ports and roads likely to increase from less 
than 200,000 tonnes (in 2017/18) to over 4 million tonnes in 
20307. Currently, existing key infrastructure is already under 
duress. For example, the Port of Broome presently has no 
bulk storage tanks capable of storing oil from Buru Energy’s 
Ungari Oil fields, therefore oil has had to be transported a 
longer distance for export via Wyndham Port.

Industry sectors

Diamonds 
The Kimberley is famous for world class diamonds and 
makes up the entire Western Australian diamond output. 
Diamonds, gems and precious stones account for more 
than half of the total mineral production in the Kimberley, 
with total gross sales valued at $219.2M or 8% of all wealth 
produced in the region8.   
Rio Tinto’s Argyle Diamond mine, south of Kununurra has 
produced more than 4.1M carats since opening in 1983. 
It is the lead contributor for the sector contributing 6% 
of the total gross product of the region, employing 412 
workers9. The mine has produced around 18% of the world’s 
diamonds during its operation and it is scheduled for 
closure and rehabilitation during 2020. This will have a 
major negative impact on the region’s economic output 
and the local community in the east Kimberley. 

The Ellendale Mine east of Derby produced approx. 50% 
of the world’s yellow diamonds - almost 1.3 million carats 
of gem and industrial-quality diamonds from 2002 until 
its closure to 2015. Recent exploratory drilling around this 
area has identified new prospects and is considered a 
significant discovery. Gibb River Diamonds have mining 
and exploration leases at Ellendale and Blina Diamond 
Projects. Successful engagement with local Traditional 
Owner group is ongoing. 
Although unlikely to replicate the scale of Rio Tinto’s 
Argyle Diamond Mine, it presents medium to long term 
opportunity for local employment and contribution to the 
regional economy.

7  ATEA Consulting Kimberley Snapshot 2020
8 Kimberley Development Commission
9 Rio Tinto Argyle Diamond Mine
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Iron Ore 
Iron ore bodies in on Koolan and Cockatoo Islands, 
Buccaneer Archipelago boasts Australia’s highest-grade 
hematite Ore reserves which average 65.5% Fe10. Mt Gibson 
Iron have recommenced ore production from Koolan 
Island, employing 315 people and exporting an excess 
of 25Mt since April 2019. Cockatoo Island operations are 
currently in care and maintenance mode. 
The east Kimberley based KMG Ridges Iron Ore Mine has 
been in care and maintenance since 2015. This mine has 
considerable resources of lower grade ore and could 
reactivate if iron ore prices become viable.

Gold 
The region has a history of gold mining dating back to the 
short-lived Halls Creek gold rush in 1885. Today, there are 
several small working mines and proposed tenements 
under exploration and development.  
Pantoro’s Nicholson’s Find Project, south west of Halls Creek 
has a current production rate of 50,000–55,000 ounces 
a year which is forecast to increase to 80,000 ounces.11 
Hexagon have also announced a prospect at Halls Creek 
Project which is in early stage gold and base metal 
exploration and development.    

Mineral Sands 

The Sheffield Resources Thunderbird Project is a proposed 
large-scale, long-life mineral sands mining and processing 
project located in West Kimberley. The mine is projected 
to create 400 jobs during construction and 280 direct jobs 
over the 42-year life of the mine. 
Sheffield has secured binding agreements for a significant 
proportion of the Zircon and Ilmenite production, however 
latest announcements from Sheffield Resources advise 
they await acceptable equity funding solution before a 
commencement date is secured.

Heavy Rare Earths 

Australia’s first heavy rare earth mine ‘Brown’s Range’ 
dysprosium mine is located south east of Halls Creek. This 
mine is expected to scale up from pilot to full operations 
by 2020-21. The Browns Range access road has been 
included as one of the priorities in the Infrastructure 
Priority List recently published by Infrastructure Australia. 
A globally significant deposit, the Northern Minerals Browns 
Range project aims to be the next significant dysprosium 
producer outside of China.

Graphite

Graphite production in the region is under proposed 
exploration and development. The Hexagon owned 
McIntosh Project, is a large-scale, high-quality flake 
graphite deposit located north east of Halls Creek which 
is currently undergoing pre-feasibility studies.

Potash
Agrimin’s proposed potash mine is located on the remote 
Lake Makcay, near the NT border in central Kimberley. It 
has reportedly the largest deposits of sulphate of potash 
in the world. Potentially Australia’s first potash mine, it is 
estimated to be able to produce 426,000 tonnes per year 
as dry granular product over a minimum 20-year mine 
life span.

Oil and Gas
Major resource companies have invested heavily in Western 
Australia to increase production of liquefied natural gas 
from the Browse Basin12. However, due to environmental 
and community concerns all gas processing is conducted 
in the Northern Territory or on floating LNG vessels. The 
economic contribution from this sector is therefore not 
directly attributed to the Kimberley GVP. However, servicing 
of offshore rigs infrastructure and labour force transfer 
requirements contribute significantly to the local economy.
There is a considerable opportunity for onshore tight shale 
development within the region. Several companies have 
identified sizable resources of recoverable oil and gas. 
Reports indicate these projects could realise a minimum 
of several billion to GVP and 2,000 long term direct jobs. 
However, environmental and community concerns around 
hydraulic extraction (fracking) have impacted the social 
licence for production and exploration ventures.

10 Mt Gibson Iron
11 Pantoro
12 WA Government Department of Jobs, Tourism, Science and Innovation
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Mining and Resource

ANALYSIS

STRENGTHS OPPORTUNITY BARRIERS RISKS

• Strategic location 
to global markets

• Natural resource 
rich ground

• Large areas of 
suitable land

• Underexplored 
formations

• Increased global 
demand

• Improve Indigenous 
engagement & 
employment

• Diversification of 
products

• Building scale

• Complex regulation
• High input costs
• Lack of skilled or 

experienced labour
• Clarity and regulation 

of Country of Origin 
labelling

• Ability to attract 
capital investment

• Changing commodity 
prices

• Complex regulatory 
processes

• Environmental and 
social aversion to 
mining practises

Industry Opportunity

Global Demand and Access to Markets
The region is strategically located to SE Asia to capitalise 
on the increasing global demand for clean energy and 
rare earth commodities. The region boasts significant 
world class reserves of several key elements that 
provide potential for sustainable economic and social 
development for the Kimberley.

Industry Diversity 
Potential expansions to heavy rare earths, potash and gold 
will diversify historically limited commodities and provide 
opportunity for local jobs and economic advancements 
across a broader range of fields.
On shore production of tight shale oil and gas represents 
a major opportunity if the projects can create a social 
licence and overcome technical challenges.

Indigenous Engagement
With 91% of Kimberley land falling under Native Title, and 
Indigenous people making up 50% of the Kimberley

population it is essential that partnership and agreements 
with Indigenous groups are developed. Good relationships 
will assist business reach Indigenous Employment Targets 
aimed at Closing the Gap and create positive social and 
economic outcomes for the region.

Infrastructure
Major road improvements on the Tanami and Duncan 
Roads will impact positively on mining prospects in the 
region, opening access to mineral rich land and supply 
chains to market.  Increasing the scale and diversity of 
products will lead to higher demands on bulk port facilities, 
creating jobs and revenue for the sector.

Collaborative Engagement
Due the small scale of most operations and the diversity 
of commodities it is imperative that sectors work 
collaboratively and innovatively with each other and 
with government to invest in common use infrastructure 
required by industry.
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Industry Barriers

Regulations
The Mining Act 1978 and regulations covers mining activity 
on the Western Australian mainland with Commonwealth 
legislation covering exploration and exploitation beyond 
the first three nautical miles from the shoreline13. Developers 
are also governed by the Environmental Protection and 
Biodiversity Act, including stringent provisions around flora 
and fauna studies and protecting water management 
amongst others, along with Native Title considerations. 
Negotiating regulations and permits is a complex, lengthy  

and costly burden undertaken by all potential proponents. 
Any streamlining of regulations to create efficiencies 
should be considered.

Funding
Mining sector prospectors and operators are often small 
companies with limited financial resources or cash flows. 
Raising equity and securing funding is a primary barrier 
to the progression of many feasible projects.

Industry Risks
• Changes in the global commodity pricing presents a 

risk to the profitability and viability of mining projects.
• Environmental challenges of flood, fire and cyclonic 

events present a risk to mining assets as they do 
elsewhere in the world.

• Public acceptance of mining activity is a risk for 
many projects. Opposition to fracking for example 
or the on-shore processing of gas north Broome has 
demonstrated how public support or the lack of can, 
influence whether the mining and energy sector can 
development in ways to deliver on its potential to drive 
regional growth.

 Report Recommendations 
Recommendation One
Australian Government streamline and reduces costs associated with various multi-agency approval processes to 
expedite private sector investment and industry development. 

Recommendation Two
Australian Government review how the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act (EPBC Act) is 
interpreted and administered by its public officers, seeking for a more appropriate balance to support regional 
development and the objectives of the Act.    

13 ATEA Consulting Kimberley Snapshots
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Executive Summary
This regional brief outlines the state of the pastoral 
sector, its opportunities, and its challenges and highlights 
recommendations to enable long term sustainable 
growth for the benefit of the Kimberley and its people.
The Kimberley pastoral industry is well established and 
contributes 20% of the GRP employing 530 people (some 
seasonally1). 
There are 92 Pastoral leases spanning across 21.2 million 
hectares2 including 32% Indigenous leases which are 
generally underperforming. Just over three percent of 
pastoral leases are under foreign ownership and are 
managed remotely3. 
The industry is characterised by rangeland grazing with 
growing potential for irrigated fodder production to expand 
productivity. 
71% of produce is sold as live export trade – with boxed 
beef production increasing with recent access to working 
regional abattoir in West Kimberley. The key export markets 
for live export are Indonesia, Vietnam, and Israel. Boxed 
beef export markets are US and smaller volumes to Korea 
and Japan. 
Significant opportunity exists, including a growing global 
demand for clean, green protein and the potential to value 
add by integrating irrigated mosaic fodder production. 
The logistics infrastructure is currently underdeveloped and 
requires resilient roads and duel lane bridges, cold storage 
facilities, truck wash down facilities and refrigerated air 
freight to open markets and expedite growth. 
A coordinated and collaborative approach from disparate 
industry sectors and government is required to achieve 
scale for this investment to occur. Improvements to farm 
management practices supported by investment capital 
will enable higher rates of return and production. 

Critically, multiagency regulations and approval processes 
are onerous, expensive and untimely for industry 
development and must be reviewed. 
Access to local skilled and unskilled labour is an ongoing 
concern which can be addressed by an increase in 
Indigenous workforce engagement and developing fit for 
purpose Working Visa arrangements.

RDAK Recommendation: 

• Australian Government review the way in which 
the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act is interpreted and administered 
by its public officers.

• Australian Government funding to improve logistic 
infrastructure including resilient roads and single 
lane bridges, cold storage facilities, wash down 
facilities, and refrigerated air freight.

• Developing policy that allows better access to skilled 
workforce:

a. review the Working Visa policy that is not currently 
fit for purpose

b. development of specifically designed and funded 
programs for the training and engagement of 
Indigenous workforce

• Australian Government raise with the State of WA 
a. the needed simplification and streamlining of land 

use diversification permits 
b. Review of non-legislative issue of non-indigenous 

plant policy 
c. Review of the conservative approach by DWER 

around water allocation, licencing and vegetation 
clearing

1   Kimberley Development Commission 
2  Oct 2017 WA Auditor General’s Report on Management of Pastoral Lands in WA
3  DPIRD Status of The Western Australian Pastoral Rangelands 2018
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The Snapshot

92 pastoral leases across 21.2 
million hectares5 32% Indigenous.

20% Gross Regional Product 
employing 530 people (some 

seasonally4). 

71% live export trade

Logistics infrastructure is 
underdeveloped

Rangeland grazing 
Potential for irrigated 

fodder production.

Integrated irrigated mosaic fodder 
production represents a significant 

opportunity.

Boxed beef to US, Japan & KoreaLive export to Indonesia, 
Vietnam, and Israel.

Clean, green market 
brand.

Access to local skilled 
and unskilled labour is 
an ongoing concern

Multiagency 
regulations and approval 

process onerous, expensive and 
untimely for industry 

development.

Biosecurity and animal 
wealth fare 

management critical.

4  Kimberleu Development Commission 
5  Oct 2017 WA Auditor General’s Report on Management of Pastoral Lands in WA
6  DPIRD Status of The Western Australian Pastoral Rangelands 2018
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Introduction
The pastoral industry is one of the Kimberley’s foundational 
economic sectors which has shown resilience over its 120-
year history. 
The Kimberley region holds nearly 35% of the Western 
Australia herd and is a key component of the live trade 
with 71% of cattle sales in this region identified as live export 
sales7.
It has some of the largest pastoral stations in the nation due 
to its relatively reliable, predictable rainfall and sustainable 
native rangeland pasture base. It currently contributes 
approx. 20% of the Kimberley Gross Regional Product 
employing around 530 people, albeit some seasonally8. 

Pastoral Leases and Regulation
Most rangeland grazing properties are managed as 
pastoral leases on crown land administered by the Pastoral 
Lands Board and the Minister for Lands. The industry is 
primarily regulated by the Land Administration Act 1997 
and is subject to additional rigorous lease conditions and 
compliance processes and various legislation from more 
than seven state and federal acts.
Legislation requires pastoralists to maintain stocking 
rates, manage the rangelands in good condition and 
control feral animals and weeds. They prohibit pasture 
improvement including fertiliser use and preclude water 
extraction, land clearing and interference to Indigenous 
heritage sites unless permits are approved and granted. 
In 2014-15 regulation cost for northern beef producers was 
around 10% of total revenue9. Major costs were in transport, 
labour on-costs, shire land rates, environmental regulation 
and time taken to comply. This intense industry regulation 
is seen by many pastoralists as onerous, slow and 
unnecessarily hampering the profitability and productivity 
as it is unable to respond nimbly to the ever-fluctuating 
environment characteristic of the industry or to increase 
production output. 

Enterprise 
There are currently 42 operating pastoral enterprises 
that encompass 92 pastoral leases and approximately 
three percent are foreign owned10. The largely unimproved 
pastoral rangelands cover a combined total area of 
approximately 21.2 million hectares on which half a million 
mainly Brahman, Brahman Shorthorn cross and Brahman 
Charolais breeding stock are grazed.  
The average pastoral lease size is 230,000 hectares, with 
each lease having varied overall stocking rates according 
to pasture classifications. These stocking rates are subject 
to seasonal and geographical fluctuations across the 

region and have broadly increased nearly 60% since 2001, 
attributed mainly to the long-term increased rainfall and 
good fodder production. However, it’s estimated that 30% 
of pastoral leases are performing under peak production11.   
Improving that represents a large positive opportunity for 
Kimberley people and the regional economy.
Traditionally, agriculture in the Kimberley rangelands has 
relied on the grazing of stock on sparse native vegetation.   
Trials of mosaic irrigated stand and graze pivot systems, 
using ground water are showing how productivity and 
resilience of pastoral business can be vastly improved.  

Indigenous Operations
There are currently 30 Indigenous owned and operated 
cattle stations accounting for 32% of the working stations,12 
many of these are understocked, under resourced or 
poorly managed. Despite the work underway to address 
this by encouraging third-party partnerships, subleasing 
with private pastoral companies and modelling exemplar 
business models from successful Indigenous operations 
across the north, progress remains less than desirable. 

Market Attributes
The Kimberley cattle industry has three predominant 
markets; domestic retail, boxed cattle and live exports. 
Limited access to local domestic processing facilities 
combined with extended distance to market and 
biosecurity factors underpin the live cattle trade as crucial 
to the industry. The live export market accounts for over 
70% of all sales with 200,000 cattle exported annually to 
Indonesia, Israel, Malaysia, Turkey and more recently China 
and Vietnam.13 Live export trade also supports employment 
of local people with indigenous employment accounting 
for 15% of the industries workforce14.
The recently opened Kimberley Meat Company’s abattoir 
currently processes 35,000 head of cattle annually (with 
infrastructure capacity that can process 60,000 head 
annually) which has established new processed and 
boxed beef opportunities. Kimberley boxed beef is now in 
market both domestically and throughout Japan, China, 
US and Korea, with one third of the abattoir’s output sold as 
quartered -beef – either frozen for export, or chilled for the 
domestic trade – with the balance as frozen boxed beef15.  
The region has no cold storage facility and all product is 
currently freighted to Perth. Access to discounted back 
load freight has made this commercially viable, however, 
it is limited in volume therefore the bulk of animals for 
boxed meat are still trucked live south for finishing before 
processing and being exported from Fremantle Port. 

7 AGRIC 2019  
8 Kimberley Development Commission – Primary Industries
9 Pro and Associates regulatory costs in the red meat and livestock industries final report 2016
10 DPIRD Status of The Western Australian Pastoral Rangelands 2018
11 Kimberley Development Commission – Economic Profile Primary Industries
12 See ref 10
13 WA Cattle Summary 2019 Pilbara Kimberley Cattleman’s Association
14 Mercardo Value analysis of the Australian live cattle trade - key highlights November 2018
15 Jon Condon, Beef Central 2018
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Increased Global Demand
50 million people will join the ranks of the middle class in 
Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Thailand, China and 
Vietnam by 202217 fuelling the need for increased meat-
based protein and opening markets for live export and 
boxed beef from the strategically placed Kimberley region.   

Improved Management Techniques 
Enhanced pasture management including irrigated water 
and feed points and the use of digital technology e.g. 
drones for streamlined labour, surveillance of stock, water, 
fence and pasture maintenance can increase production 
and profitability. 
Improving productivity of livestock through rigorous 
stock management practices of strengthening genetic 
pools, increasing fertility rates through conditioning and 
improved nutrition and decreasing weaning times is 
ongoing and will enhance productivity.  

Irrigated Agriculture 
The development of irrigated mosaic agriculture - ‘stand 
and graze’ pivot irrigation systems can produce low cost, 
high value fodder such as sterile Leucaena, Rhodes Grass, 
Sorghum and Lucerne. 
Improved certainty of sustainable water supplies to 
support fodder production could provide impetus for 
increased investment, business diversification and 
expansion opportunities and revolutionise the sector 16. 
Additionally, this would:
• Increase options for locally backgrounding cattle prior 

to being exported to national or international feedlots 
or being processed.

• Improve herd fertility
• Allow cattle turn off all year round, helping to overcome 

seasonality issues
• Improve marketing and sales through known condition 

of cattle on improved pasture
• Negate the need to import hay fodder

• Take pressure off the natural rangelands

STRENGTHS OPPORTUNITY BARRIERS RISKS

• Productive 
rangeland 
environment

• Good climatic 
conditions

• Proximity to Asian 
markets

• Established clean 
green profile

• Increase clean, green 
profile

• Irrigated fooder
• Market diversification
• Product diversification
• Improved 

management 
techniques

• Technology use

• Labour force 
underdeveloped

• Complex regulatory 
system

• Logistic infrastructure 
underdeveloped

• Seasonal restrictions
• Distance to market

• Changed market 
preferences

• Changed market 
access

• Biosecurity / animal 
wealthfare

• Increased global 
production

• Changed international 
trade agreements

POSTORAL INDUSTRY

ANALYSIS

16  Northern Beef Development Project - Mosaic agriculture
17  Bain & Company Understanding Southeast Asia’s Emerging Middle-Class Report 2019
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Market Diversification 
Increased capacity from the Kimberley Meat Company’s 
regional abattoir for cattle processing would allow 
expanded boxed beef production into all markets and 
provide further employment and value adding opportunity. 
Access to irrigated pasture and feedlots would allow 
wider delivery windows with better end-user timing of 
both boxed meat and live exports. Improving connections 
to supply chain by securing new markets is required to 
diversify and expand outside of the traditional markets of 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Israel, China and the US.

Marketing the Brand Value   
There is a unique opportunity to create an international 
brand and profile for Kimberley Beef as a clean and green 
premium, quality product from bio secure animals, free 
ranged on pristine disease-free rangelands, with no 
inoculation, no use of antibiotics and no hormones.  

Increased Use of Technology
Funded research and development underpin opportunity to 
develop the industry. Ranging from genetic strengthening, 
use of drones for pastoral management, sensors for cattle 
monitoring, blockchains for traceability of meat products 
and use of robots for repetitive tasks are all advances that 
could increase productivity and profitability. 

Increase Indigenous Operations
Indigenous groups land estate covers 30% of pastoral 
holding in the Kimberley. These groups have land wealth 
but may lack expertise and capital to fully benefit from 
their assets. Partnering with other pastoral companies in 
joint venture agreements could see realisation of massive 
growth across the sector as lands are restocked and 
improved.

Industry Barriers 

Labour 
Labour attraction and retention, skill development and 
training including youth development opportunities 
are critical to the ongoing development and growth 
of the industry. The relative isolation of stations and 
processing centres lends itself to the opportunity to train 
and engage local people particularly an Indigenous 
workforce. However, the processing sector heavily relies 
on visa workers because the local population in general 
chooses not to focus on this opportunity, despite high 
unemployment levels. The Working Visa policy is currently 
not fit for purpose and requires review in order to provide 
an appropriate supply of skilled labour to regions. 

Industry Regulation
Current regulations governing the industry are multi 
layered, onerous and slow and account for 10% of industry 
operating costs18. Over-regulation reduces the flexibility of 
management techniques and discourages investment 
into the sector. Past efforts to create a Multi-Agency Guide 
to approvals process or establish Senior Officer Groups 
for coordination across agencies have proved less than 
effective.  Of relevance to the Australian Government is the 
way in which the Environmental Protection and Biodiverisity 
Conservation Act (EPBC Act) is administered by its agency 
and staff. More than Act itself, which many in the industry 
have empathy for, it is the unreasonable, uninformed 
interpretations, and assumptions by public officers over 
3,000km away, which frustrates and deters investment.

Equally, State of WA regulations make it unduly onerous 
or prevent, growing of crops and pastures on pastoral 
lands. While this is State issue, the Australian Government 
needs to be aware that regulations like this imped regional 
development, and need to raise with State counterparts.

Logistics Infrastructure 
Road infrastructure is subject to seasonal closure limiting 
productivity. Upgrading key roads, including single lane 
bridges is essential for transporting cattle to improve 
the reliability, productivity and resilience of cattle supply 
chains, reducing freight costs, strengthening links to 
markets and reducing inbound freight costs for handling 
of bulk products associated with the industry. 
There is currently no cold storage facilities in the region 
or refrigerated air freight. Consideration should be given 
to use of Curtin Air Base near Derby which has potential 
for a civil airside cool storage and could see boxed meat 
in overseas markets in a 12-24-time frame19. Recent pre-
feasibility study for a West Kimberley Supply Chain & 
Logistics Hub found ‘Quantitative analysis of volumes and 
in depth interviews with producers indicate that, without 
some form of intervention to facilitate producers reaching 
export markets in an affordable way, there will be little 
development or investment and no opportunity to build 
scale in the region’20.
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Industry Risks

Market access
Any change to market access could have a significant 
effect on profitability. For example, in 2001 Indonesia 
received 80% of live export trade and the Australian self-
imposed ban saw claims of loss to the Northern Beef 
Industry and associated industries of $600m21.

Market Preferences & Expectations
Recent developing concerns for the environmental 
and health issues of animal-based protein is seeing an 
increased preference of plant based and laboratory 
produced proteins in some demographics which could 
potentially impact market share. 

International Markets
Changed international trade agreements and/or 
increased livestock production from other beef producing 
nations could impact demand.

Biosecurity and Ethical Production
Current stringent biosecurity and animal wealth fare 
measures are required by domestic and international 
export markets and underpin consumer confidence. Any 
change to this status could devastate industry reputation 
and profitability.

Report Recommendations 
Recommendation One

A. Australian Government review the way in which the Environmental Protection and Biodiverisity 
Conservation Act (EPBC Act) is interpreted and administered by its public officers, seeking for a more 
appropriate balance to support regional development and the objectives of the Act.

B. Bilateral agreement for EPBC ACT approval processes between state and commonwealth governments 
not working with Commonwealth departments overriding state decisions - there is a greater need for 
harmonisation. 

Recommendation Two 
Develop policy that allows better access to skilled and unskilled workforce by:

• reviewing the Working Visa policy which is not fit for purpose. 
Recommendation Three
Australian Government raise with the State of WA:
• the needed simplification and streamlining of land use diversification permits required on pastoral lands 
• Review of non-legislative issue of non-indigenous plant policy 

• Review of the conservative approach by DWER around water allocation and licence and vegetation clearing 

Recommendation Four 
Australian Government funding to improve logistic infrastructure including resilient roads and single land bridges, cold 
storage facilities, wash down facilities, and refrigerated air freight to open markets and expedite growth.

18  Pro and Associates - Regulatory costs in the red meat and livestock industries final report 2016
19  Interview, Jack Burton, Kimberley Meat Works
20 PWC Pre-Feasibility Study – West Kimberley Supply Chain and Logistics Hubs
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Executive Summary
This regional brief outlines the state of the Irrigated 
Agriculture industry, its opportunities, and its challenges 
and highlights recommendations to enable long term 
sustainable growth of the sector for the betterment of 
the Kimberley and its people.
Irrigated Agriculture presents a renewable, sustainable, 
and high-value growth industry for the region currently 
contributing approx. $76M annually to the GRP and 500 
seasonal jobs.    
The region is defined by its monsoon climate, access to 
clean, reliable water sources and abundant land suitable 
for crop production. In comparison to other like regions, 
agriculture in the Kimberley is grossly under-developed. 
Powered by the Ord Irrigation Area (ORIA), the region has 
24,000 hectares (less than half a percent of the Kimberley 
landmass) under irrigation producing a range of tropical 
fruit, vegetable, fodder, grain and seed crops. The west 
Kimberley is seeing development of mosaic irrigated lands 
for fodder production, however there is significant room 
for further expansion and integration to value add to the 
pastoral sector.

There is much opportunity as the region has capacity 
for substantial development, bringing critically required 
scale to operations and capitalising on increasing global 
demand for food and fibre products, as well as supplying 
counter season produce for the domestic market. 
For industry to expand it requires key infrastructure of 
resilient roads including duel lane bridges, cool/cold 
storage, processing plants and air freight access to 
export markets. Industry requires access to consistent, 
economical water allocations and better land tenure 
security. 
Critically, multilayered regulation constraints at all levels of 
Government are lengthy, complicated, costly to industry, 
and a disincentive to expansion and investment.
RDAK Recommendation:
• Australian Government streamline and reduces 

costs associated with various multi-agency approval 
processes to expedite private sector investment and 
industry development. 

• Australian Government investment into resilient road 
infrastructure and air freight infrastructure to facilitate 
access to domestic and international markets.

1 ABARES Value of agricultural production and land use, Kimberley region



Business in the Kimberley 54

Irrigated Agriculture

The Snapshot

2  ATEA – Kimberley Snapshot 2020 No 2

24,000ha under 
irrigation = less than 
half a percent of the 
Kimberley landmass

Strong clean, green, 
bio-secure image

ORIA produce fruit, 
vegetables, grains, 

fodder, and tree crops.

Significant potential for 
irrigated fodder production 

on pastoral land

Access water allocations & 
land tenure are essential 

$76 Million1 to GRP

Industry Overview

Irrigated agriculture is a sustainable, renewable 
industry and high value and growing sector, which 
has enormous potential to improve the economic 
resilience of Kimberley and contribute positively 
to the community and government goals such as 
Closing the Gap. 

Driven by the east Kimberley’s Ord River Irrigation Area 
(ORIA) and supported by new intensive groundwater 
irrigated systems of the West Kimberley, the industry 
contributes approx. $76M annually to the RGP and 
employs 500 local, seasonal and migrant visa 
workers. 

Across the region, there are currently 24,000 hectares 
under irrigation producing a range of tropical fruit, 
vegetable, fodder, grain and seed crops, including 
50% of Western Australia’s mango supply, 12,000 
tonnes of melons, 19,000 tonnes of hay and silage 
and over 11,000 hectares of vegetables for Australian 
consumption2. There is capacity for a substantial 

increase in the current area of irrigated lands in 
the Kimberley, bringing critically required scale to 
operations.

Global food demand will rise sharply as the world’s 
population increases over the next 20 years, 
creating potent growth opportunities for agri-food 
and fibre exports. For the Kimberley to capitalise 
on this opportunity, it requires a framework which 
encourages private investment to generate larger 
scaled enterprise supplying market-led produce, 
better supply chains and efficient, reliable logistics 
networks.

Growing the irrigated agriculture industry is one 
highly significant opportunity for the Kimberley, 
and nurturing its growth requires community and 
government decisions more than it does any public 
investment.  
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Climate

The Kimberley has a predictable semi-arid 
monsoonal climate characterised by distinct wet and 
dry seasons. The dry season (May to October) has 
little rainfall and average temperatures of between 
20-30°C. The wet season (November to April) has 
high humidity levels, average day temperatures of 
37°C, and intermittent cyclones producing some of 
the highest rainfalls in Australia. The region has a 
pronounced north-south rainfall gradient, southern 
parts are semi-arid, with less rain and higher annual 
temperature range than the northern parts. 

Parts of the Kimberley region have much better, 
more predictable rainfall and climate than other 
parts of Australia for agriculture. For example, the 
environment at Fitzroy Crossing is better and more 
predictable than areas of NSW where crops are 
grown, yet the area remains undeveloped.

Land 
Approximately 24,000 hectares of land are under 
irrigation across the Kimberley, which represents just 
0.05% of the whole region. The State Government of 
Western Australia owns most of the land and water 
needed for agriculture, and it, therefore, has unique 
ability to determine the future of agriculture in the 
Kimberley.

However, the Australian Government does own 
strategic land ideally suited to agriculture in freehold 
tenure around the RAAF Curtain Airbase, close to 
Derby and Broome. Consideration as to what is in 
the greatest national interest: to leave that as it is 
or allow it to be used for a different purpose to help 
generate prosperity for Kimberley people.

3 CSIRO Northern Australia Water Resource Assessment Fact Sheet

Water

Access to a clean, reliable, cost-effective water 
source is integral to industry development, and the 
sustainability and prosperity of the region.

The strategic strengths of irrigated agriculture in the 
Kimberley lies in an excellent, predictable climate, 
suitable soils, and water. With average rainfall 
above 600 mm/yr the Kimberley has 80% of Western 
Australia’s total freshwater resources, with less 
than one percent currently being utilised to support 
people or industry sectors. 

Although there is a growing national perception of 
constant, abundant supply, the water systems of 
Kimberley’s rivers and streams are highly seasonal 
according to monsoon rainfall. Only the Ord River has 
a perennial flow, and this is because of the controlled 
water release from the Lake Argyle reservoir. Lake 
Argyle is the most extensive freshwater storage 
on mainland Australia with a capacity of 10,760 
gigalitres, with potential to increase by 50%.  

In the West Kimberley, the extensive Fitzroy River 
Catchment System of ground and surface water 
could support 160,000 ha of irrigation in 85% of years 
and significant underground aquifers could support 
an additional 30,000ha of production annually3.  

The state government and traditional owners are 
currently working on a development plan for the 
sustainable and culturally appropriate use of surface 
and ground water from this extensive network. The 
Fitzroy water allocation plan will cover an area 
spanning almost 94 000 km2 extending from near 
Halls Creek in the east, downstream to the coast 
near Derby in the west. Increased access to reliable 
water supply would open significant opportunities 
in irrigated horticulture and other key food and fibre 
industries the region.
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East Kimberley 

4 State Water Strategy – Irrigated Agriculture in Western Australia
5 Worldometer February 2020

The East Kimberley is the largest producer of irrigated 
horticulture in the region, powered by the Ord 
Irrigation Scheme as water from Lake Argyle and 
Lake Kununurra is diverted and gravity fed through 
kilometres of open channels to irrigate farmlands. In 
the process, sustainable hydroelectricity is produced 
to power the east Kimberley.

The ORIA expanded from a historical base of around 
15,000ha to approx. 21, 000 ha with the potential to 
increase to 60,000 ha or more.  

The ORIA produces mango, citrus, watermelon, 
rockmelon, pumpkin, chickpea, sunflower, sorghum, 
maize, sandalwood and other crops for Australian 
consumers and export markets. Future areas for 
growth of the industry have been identified and 
are in various stages of planning, approval, or 
development.

West Kimberley 
Irrigated agriculture is a smaller industry in the west, 
and there are presently less than 3,000ha under 
irrigation across a vast geographical spread.

The West Kimberley relies on groundwater pumped 
from large aquifers rather than surface water, 
although there is potential for limited surface water 
capture and storage in some locations. Large scale 
dams on the Fitzroy River do not have community 
support and not recommended.

Production is predominately on pastoral stations 
for fodder under centre pivot as well as some small 
areas allotted to mangoes, stringless beans, sweet 
corn, asparagus, and more recently table grapes. 

Growth in the industry continues to be frustrated 
by the State of Western Australia’s land and water 
regulations, the Federal Environmental Protection 
and Biodiversity Consideration Act (EPBC), and 
environmental groups.

Reports indicate a suitable land capacity for irrigated 
products in the West Kimberley has a massive 
potential of 300,942 hectares4, which would bring 
critically required scale to the industry. Even 10% of 
that growth would be significant but will not happen 
unless these constraints are better managed. 

Markets 

Export  
The export sector is critical to the industry because 
of the relatively limited domestic market. The global 
population is growing at around 180 million people 
per year, and Asia’s middle class is forecast to 
reach 3 billion by 2030, unlocking new consumers 
demanding safe, clean, and healthy food. Kimberley 
is Australia’s closet region to these markets and in 
the same time zone, which helps facilitate trade.

However, without a considerable increase in the 
scale of production, exports will be limited and 
improvements in air freight, cold storage will be 
difficult to fund. 

Domestic 
Western Australia’s population is expected to reach 
four million by 2050 with the national forecast to 
increase 41%5 by 2050. 

Mild winters position the region to supply counter 
season fresh fruit and vegetable produce to the 
nation and mitigate risk when other production 
areas are impacted by natural events or disease.
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STRENGTHS OPPORTUNITY BARRIERS RISKS

• Access to water
• Access to suitable 
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• Clean, green, bio 

secure image
• Ideal climate
• Proximity to SE 

Asian & onward 
globbal markets

• Growing global 
demand for food
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• Access to local labour
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for change

• Biosecurity breaches
• Natural or 

environmental 
disaster

IRRIGATED
AGRICULTURE

ANALYSIS

6 Department of Primary Industry Regional Development – Agribusiness food and trade website

Industry Opportunity 

Proximity to Global Markets 
Kimberley is strategically located for efficient access 
to growing global demands of markets in SE Asia 
and beyond, provided air freight access, and trade 
links are established. The Kimberley’s location, 
Australia’s preferential market access via free trade 
agreements, outstanding environmental credentials, 
and stringent biosecurity systems place it in a unique 
position to capitalise on this growing demand6. 

Product Diversity   
Opportunity for product diversification is favourable 
as ideal climate, soil, and access to water position 
the region well. However, products need to be 
market-driven, not product-led. There is potential to 
undertake hydroponic cultivation of high yield herbs 
and essential herbal oils and other products such as 
Australian native plants for cosmetics, medicines, 
and bush food.   

Innovation 
Investment in and the utilisation of new research and 
development techniques will improve the region’s 
profitability and competitiveness to meet growing 
demand. An opportunity exists to further develop

innovative, collaborative farming models with 
pastoralist and Indigenous landowners to increase 
the scale of operations across the region.  

Mosaic Irrigation 
Commercially scaled irrigation on existing rangeland 
settings represents a pivotal opportunity for regional 
economic diversity and growth. Mosaic irrigation for 
forage production has the potential to substantially 
increase both pastoral productivity and the scale of 
the horticultural output in the region by;

• Drought-proof’ cattle operations
• Improve animal welfare and nutrition
• Negate the need to import feed,
• Improve herd performance
• Reduce pressure on rangelands, and
• Allow turn off to stock all year around.
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Industry Barriers

7 Interview Shire Wyndham East Kimberley Economic Development Advisor Alfred Nagaiya 31/1/20
8 ATEA Kimberley Snapshot 2020

Local and Political Interest and Leadership
Leadership at local level and state and federal 
political level for expanding agriculture as a means 
of prosperity for Kimberley has been and is erratic 
and inconsistent. It is likely that private investment to 
expand scale will continue to be slow and intermittent 
while this continues. Underlying the inconsistent local 
and political leadership is the often-vexed nature of 
indigenous and environmental lobby groups, which 
feed into political processes, influencing the system, 
which results in protracted delays in decision making, 
leading to a frustrating investment environment. 

Scale
The ongoing limited scale of the industry limits the 
potential benefits, constrains investment, and makes 
it more challenging to bring down input costs of 
freight and transport. The small scale defines the 
level of investment made in improving infrastructure.

Freight Access
Underdeveloped transport infrastructure and long 
distances have presented a consistent challenge to 
development. Opening air freight pathways is critical 
to encouraging investment, support increased 
scale, and diversify products. Currently, three-day 
minimum road transport to Australian consumers 
sees perishable goods loss of up to 25 percent. Air 
access could create a value-add 100% to current 
perishable crop value7 and open access to SE Asian 
markets for high demand, high-yield hydroponic, 
and other crop production. Additionally, major 
infrastructure requirements at all regional ports need 
to be studied to determine long term needs of this 
and other key industries.

Labour 
Despite high unemployment levels across the region, 
skilled and unskilled labour is not reliable, and 
migrant visa workers are utilised. In some instances, 
this causes increased costs to businesses, but it does 
provide the reliability of labour. Engagement of the 
local Indigenous workforce is the goal and ideal in 
a region where approx. 50% (central Kimberley 74%) 
of the population are Indigenous, and only 35% over 
the age of 15 years are currently employed.  

Regulations 
Irrigated agriculture is subjected to considerable 
regulatory control, and land use requires multiple 
studies and permits such as water use, diversification 
of purpose on pastoral lands, land clearing, flora 
and fauna controls, and Indigenous heritage. If 
proponents are foreign investors, they also need 
to comply with the requirements of the Foreign 
Investment Review Board. The cost of clearing 
regulatory hurdles on irrigated agriculture can be 
as high as $2,000 per hectare adding between 
10% and 15% to a development8. These costs can 
make developments unfeasible. Lengthy delays, 
complicated compliance, and multilayered agencies 
across state and federal bodies are frustrating, 
costly, and time-consuming inhibiting timely growth.  

Land Tenure & Development
Kimberley land tenure is dominated by Government-
owned land. Less than five percent of the Kimberley 
region is in freehold tenure. This means for many 
proposed developments, developers must deal with 
Governments, and mostly the State Government of 
Western Australia. It, therefore, is in a unique position 
to influence Kimberley future and well-being. There 
are multiple, overlapping land considerations and 
numerous permits and approvals required for 
land development, which should be streamlined to 
encourage enterprise. 

Processing and Storage
Development of local processing infrastructure is 
essential for higher profitability, enabling operators to 
shed transportation weight and costs, increase shelf 
life of crops, and allow by-product utilisation. Cool 
and cold storage, along with bulk handling facilities 
would foster development. However, there need to be 
economies of scale to justify the high costs of capital 
investment, and economies of scale are constrained 
by erratic leadership, and Government processes 
around approvals, and land and water security.
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Industry Risks

There are several risks to industry growth and prosperity:

• Low levels of political interest and support for development risks industry stagnation 
• Apathy from Kimberley population around change
• Biosecurity breaches affecting production and consumer confidence
• Natural disaster risk of flood, drought, fire or cyclone 

Report Recommendations

Recommendation One 
Australian Government streamline and reduces costs associated with various multi-agency approval 
processes to expedite private sector investment and industry development. 
Recommendation Two
Australian Government investment into resilient road infrastructure and air freight infrastructure to facilitate 
access to domestic and international markets.



Aquaculture Industry www.rdakimberley.com.au



Business in the Kimberley 61

Aquaculture Industry

Executive Summary
This regional brief outlines the state of the Aquaculture 
industry, its opportunities, and its challenges and highlights 
recommendations to enable long term sustainable growth 
of the sector for the betterment of the Kimberley and its 
people.
The aquaculture industry contributes $34.4M1 to the 
GRP. Main industry sectors are pearling and barramundi 
farming in the west kimberley , with opportunity for large 
scale farmed prawns in the east Kimberley.
The region’s natural advantage stems from pristine 
warm waters, macro tidal ecosystem, relative isolation 
important for biosecurity, predictable warm climate, and 
access to land and freshwater. However, the industry is 
still underdeveloped with comparable areas across the 
nation and world.
Opportunity exists to cater to increased domestic and 
global demand for protein and seafood produce. There 
is a large-scale prawn farmed proposed for the East 
Kimberley along with emerging enterprise in native species 
of freshwater lobster and prawns, and tropical rock oysters.  
Finalisation of the water allocation plans from the Fitzroy 
River Catchment System could enable increased scale in 
the West Kimberley.
91% of Kimberley land and some sea areas have been 
determined under Native Title. This provides Indigenous 
groups with significant opportunity to engage and realise 

social and economic advancement. Potential also exists 
for aquaculture industry to integrate with other sectors 
of tourism and pastoral to expand business models and 
add value.
The formation of the Kimberley Aquaculture Development 
Zone (KADZ) with investment ready zones encourages 
development, extension to or creation of additional zones 
would encourage further growth. However, regulations and 
licencing are complicated and costly. Faster approvals, 
streamlined licensing, greater investment certainty, 
and smoother interactions with the Government are 
recommended.
Industry restraints include underdeveloped infrastructure, 
poor logistic pathways, and market access. Country of 
Origin labelling continues to present risk to the profile and 
profitability of the industry. Likewise, potential biosecurity 
breaches could severely impact industry, therefor ongoing 
collaborative research and development into biosecurity 
and best farming practises are vital to industry success.

RDAK Recommendation:
• Australian Government support the aquaculture 

industry by implanting the highest best practice 
biosecurity possible on imports to Australia.

• Ongoing support for whole of industry collaborative 
research and development.        

1  Kimberley Development Commission
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Industry Overview
The Kimberley aquaculture industry generates over a 
quarter of Western Australia’s total aquaculture production. 
The sector contributes $34.460M GRP and currently creates 
approximately 75 jobs.2 
However, the aquaculture industry in the Kimberley is 
relatively under-developed compared to other Australian 
regions. It has significant scope for growth in scale, value, 
and direct and indirect regional employment.
The Kimberley has one of the most biodiverse and least 
impacted marine ecosystems in the world. It has a natural 
advantage for increased aquaculture output through 
its pristine tropical waters and a macro tidal regime, 
accessibility of suitable land and fresh water, a warm 
stable climate, and a strategic location to growing markets 
in Asia and beyond.  
However, while it has natural advantages, its current 
commercial capacity, which provides a competitive 
advantage for a thriving industry, needs to be developed 
through improving infrastructure. Resilient road and air 
freight, cool storage, hatcheries, and processing facilities 
are essential if the region is to realise its full potential3. 
Rapid global population growth and the rising middle-
class demand for seafood, and the resultant declining 
commercial fish stocks, create a significant opportunity 
for industry growth. Aquaculture in the region is also well-
positioned to produce world-class foods, nutritional and 
industrial compounds, boosts numbers of wild fish for 
recreational fishing, and restore threatened species.
The Kimberley’s aquaculture industry is a made up of 
several segments dominated by pearling and farmed 
barramundi and soon to be farmed prawns. There are 

also micro or pilot project operations in edible rock oysters, 
sea cucumbers freshwater prawns, freshwater crayfish, 
trochus shell and mud crabs. 
Most aquaculture activity is based in the West Kimberley, 
centered around the Dampier Peninsula and Buccaneer 
Archipelago, with smaller operations in Broome, Derby, and 
Kununurra in the east. There is real potential for a large-
scale commercial prawn farm in the Northern Territory 
adjacent to Kununurra, known as Project Sea Dragon (PSD).  
PSD has major project status with the Australian, State, and 
Territory Governments.  All approvals for the project are 
in place, and it is subject to final financial commitment 
to proceed.
Formation of the Kimberley Aquaculture Development 
Zone (KADZ) established a 2,000-hectare zone at the 
northern end of King Sound, about 55 nautical miles from 
Derby. The KADZ provides an ‘investment ready’ platform 
with strategic environmental approvals and management 
policies in place, allowing commercial aquaculture 
operations without the need for lengthy, complicated and 
expensive approval processes4. 
The state government and traditional owners are currently 
working on a development plan to see the sustainable and 
culturally appropriate use of surface and ground water 
from the extensive network of the Fitzroy River Catchment 
Area. The Fitzroy water allocation plan will cover an area 
spanning almost 94,000km2 extending from near Halls 
Creek in the east, downstream to the coast near Derby in 
the west. Increased access to reliable water supply would 
open significant opportunities in aquaculture industries 
and other industries of pastoral and irrigated horticulture 
in the region. 

2 Kimberley Development Commission – Aquaculture 2019
3 CRCNA – Aquaculture Industry Situational Analysis (AISA) – Key Findings & Recommendations Summary
4 See ref 2

The Snapshot
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5 State Fisheries Report 2018
6 ATEA Consulting Kimberley Snapshot 2020

Industry Segments

Pearling
The pearling industry dominates the aquaculture sector 
in the Kimberley. This long-established segment currently 
has a gross value production of approx. $53M5 per annum 
and is the second most valuable fishing industry in Western 
Australia after rock lobster. Annual crop consists of pearls, 
pearl meat, and pearl shell.  
The industry strongly supports the tourism sector, with 
visitors to the Kimberley seeking pearls and pearl jewellery, 
and it is a crucial part of Kimberley and Broome marketing 
platforms. A key element to the industry is the growth of 
hatchery-raised Pinctada Maxima oyster spat, which 
supplements wild catch. Mature oysters are seeded to 
encourage pearl growth and farmed in waters around 
Broome and Kuri Bay to produce world-acclaimed South 
Sea Pearls. 
The industry suffered diminished demand and lower 
wholesale prices sparked by the Global Financial Crisis in 
2007, followed by a further set back in 2014 when disease 
wiped out most hatchery stock. Industry revival has been 
hampered by the slow recovery of shell stock. 

The Western Australian industry has been unable to secure 
a commitment for a wholly inclusive research program 
into biosecurity impacts to create a breeding program 
that creates robust stock. 

Farmed Prawns
A proposal for a large-scale, integrated, land-based 
prawn aquaculture project based in the East Kimberley 

and Northern Territory known as Project Sea Dragon 
(PSD) is approaching critical development decisions and 
financial close. Work funded by Governments to sealed 
road access to support PSD commenced in 2019 and will 
be completed in 2020. PSD will be a staged project with 
the first stage employing an estimated 350 people in 
construction, and 120 people in operations. A processing 
plant has Development and Works Approvals to be built on 
Government land 15 km north of the Kununurra townsite.  
PSD is particularly essential to Kununurra, given the closure 
of the Argyle Diamond Mine in its district in 2020.
Once at full capacity, PSD is planned to be 10,000 hectares 
of prawn production ponds, supported by a series of 
geographically separate facilities across northern 
Australia. It would be one of the largest employers creating 
sustainable jobs and substantial economic development 
across several northern locations. 

Farmed Barramundi 

The finfish sector is fledgling with production of 
approximately 2,500 tonnes of barramundi per annum. 
The industry is currently operating under 30% of its 15,000T 
licence capacity with recently awarded approvals for 
additional 20,000 tonnes6 of caged production in the 
zone. A second aquaculture licence was granted to grow 
5,000 tonnes per annum. This additional capacity allows 
for much needed scaling to realise industry expansion.

STRENGTHS OPPORTUNITY BARRIERS RISKS

• Strong profile of 
Australian produce

• High growth rates 
from warm water

• Large areas of 
suitable land

• Access and 
availabilty of 
freshwater

• Increased global 
demand
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products
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7 Fisheries Research & Development Corporation Aquaculture 
8 Northwest Aquaculture Alliance
9 Department of Agriculture, Water, and the Environment 
10 Department Primary Industries and Regional Development - Boosting aquaculture in WA 

Industry Opportunity

Increased Global Demand
An extra billion consumers globally are expected by 2030, 
needing 25 million tonnes of seafood. With limited room 
for expansion in the commercial fishing sector (wild-
catch), most of the additional supply will have to come 
from aquaculture7. Estimates show by 2030, nearly two-
thirds of the world’s food fish will come from aquaculture.8 

The Kimberley region is well-positioned to capitalise with 
its land and water resources and a strategic location 
to markets in Asia and beyond; providing trade and air 
access links are developed. 
Domestically, Australian seafood demand has increased 
considerably over the last three decades, and demand 
currently exceeds domestic supply. As a result, 70% of 
seafood consumed is imported9. The Kimberley has the 
potential to significantly expand to meet this demand, 
thereby reducing the need for import substitution.

Product Diversification and Scale
Studies are underway to develop commercial quantities of 
tropical rock oysters across northern waters and develop 
hatchery and grow-out facilities in the West Kimberley. 
There is a considerable amount of work to be done, 
but if realised, it would create 500 new jobs, add $217M 
production value to the northern region over the next 20 
years. 
Opportunity to increase the current micro or trialled 
initiatives of Australian species of freshwater lobster 
and prawns to a commercially viable scale exists with 
proposals for enterprise in Broome and along the Dampier 
Peninsula being explored. 
There is the market demand and potential to develop low 
cost, high volume, low trophic white fillet fish, along with 
emerging sectors of algae, coral, artemia, and seaweeds. 
There is also opportunity to produce nutritional and 
industrial compounds, wild fish for recreational fishing and 
ornamental fish, coral and live rock for aquariums.

Industry Integration 
There is an opportunity for pastoralists to use inland 
saline and artesian waters to grow fish or other species 
to supplement their income, provided diversification 
permits are attainable. Increasing integration with tourism 
activities on aquaculture farms are proving successful and 
offer business model diversity10.  
The increasing scale of aquaculture brings with it 
opportunities for integration with agriculture in the region, 
particularly to grow crops used and ingredients to produce 
pellet feed for aquaculture ventures.

Indigenous Engagement 

Many of the proposed and trialled aquatic projects based 
on the Dampier Peninsula are being led or jointly led by 
local Indigenous corporations who have been granted 
Native Title across much of the sea country in this sub-
region. Increasing the scale and range of these projects 
will lead to better training and employment, which 
directly benefits economic and social outcomes for local 
Indigenous people.

Research & Development
Research and development are critical to industry 
advancement and to better understand the Blue Economy 
(the sustainable use of ocean and marine resources for 
economic growth, jobs, and improved livelihoods) and 
its impact on long term benefits for the Kimberley and its 
people. An opportunity exists for increased collaborative 
research into biosecurity, incorporating Indigenous 
knowledge and best practice farming techniques to 
advance industry.

Industry Cohesion
The aquaculture sector in the Kimberley has a self-
recognised lack of cohesion. The development of a regional 
group (currently being developed - working title North 
West Aquaculture Alliance) offers opportunities for more 
focussed solutions and the engagement of Traditional 
Owners for better-realised development of the industry.
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Industry Barriers

Input costs 
Like other remote-based industries, aquaculture in the 
Kimberley has high input and supply chain costs – labour, 
power, water, feed, transport, parts and services that act 
as a barrier when production scale is limited. 

Labour
A national shortage of skilled labour in the sector is 
reflected locally, however high unemployment rates in 
the region indicate there is a long-term opportunity to 
train and retain local Indigenous workforce for both skilled 
and unskilled jobs. 

Capital 
Access to capital is a barrier through a lack of historical 
industry success and perceptions regarding the ability to 
manage risks of disease and labour concerns11 

Market Access
Despite several reviews, the ongoing lack of Country of 
Origin labelling for food sold for immediate consumption 
continues to frustrate the aquaculture industry. It does not 
address increasing competition from often ambiguous 
and misleading non-labelled imports or encourage 
market demand through customer recognised product 
differentiation. 

Regulation
The aquaculture industry regulations and licencing are 
complicated and costly. Faster approvals, streamlined 
licensing, greater investment certainty, and smoother 
interactions with the Government will make starting or 
expanding an aquaculture business more straightforward 
and attractive.

Industry Risks

Biosecurity 
Biosecurity breaches remain the most significant risk to 
the aquaculture industry. Ongoing research into suitable 
biosecurity measures to prevent emerging issues and 
reduce the impact of disease and economic loss is 
vital for industry security. Implementing domestication 
and breeding programs can afford emerging industries 
a substantial commercial advantage; by effectively 
protecting it from both exotic disease incursion and 
competition from lower-cost imported products12.  

Country of Origin
Pearling and barramundi producers face risk from 
competition from poorly labelled, non-traceable (pearls) 
yet readily available, low-cost overseas sources.

Report Recommendations 

Recommendation One
Australian Government support the aquaculture industry by implanting the highest best practice biosecurity 
possible on imports to Australia.
Recommendation Two
Ongoing support for whole of industry collaborative research and development is provided in the 
aquaculture sector to ensure regional development outcomes flow and benefit the Kimberley region.

11 – CRC NA Aquaculture Industry Situational Analysis (AISA) – Key Findings & Recommendations Summary 
12 CRCNA – Aquaculture Industry Situational Analysis (AISA) – Key Findings & Recommendations Summary
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Executive Summary 

1 Kimberley Development Commission Website  
2 Supply Nation Website 
3 The Sleeping Giant A Social Return on Investment Report on Supply Nation Certified Suppliers 
4 Supply Nation Building Indigenous Growth Report 

This regional brief outlines the state of Indigenous 
Business, its opportunities, and its challenges. It also 
highlights Regional Development Australia Kimberley’s 
recommendations to enable long term sustainable 
growth for the betterment of the Kimberley and its people.
• Indigenous people represent 50% of the Kimberley 

population and have controlling influence over 91% 
of Kimberley land through Native Title. The work force 
participation rate in the Kimberley of Indigenous 
people is 37.3% compared to the non-indigenous 
rate of 82.5%. This can be attributed to low cultural 
values towards education leading to poor education 
outcomes and low participation rates. However, it is 
critical that higher levels of Individual and community 
led education and workforce engagement occur for 
social and economic development.

• There are 144 registered Indigenous businesses 
operating across the Kimberley1 making up make up 
seven percent of businesses in the region. However, 
there are many more Indigenous business operating 
who are not registered, who are not declared an 
Indigenous enterprise or who do not meet the 
registration requirements. Indigenous business 
predominately operates in construction, health and 
social services, education and utility management. 
They are 100 times more likely than non-indigenous 
business to employ an indigenous workforce2, and the 
social return to the community is valued at $4.41 per 
dollar of revenue3.

• There is excellent opportunity for significant industry 
growth in the key areas cultural tourism, health 
services provision, agriculture and construction. 

• However, low education levels and poor business 
skills present barriers to Indigenous business growth. 
Additionally, access to mainstream financing is 
difficult, therefore there is a heavy industry reliance 
on government funding.

• Indigenous Procurement Policy workforce content 
are not realistically deliverable due to lack of skilled 
indigenous labour in many instances which creates 
instances of ‘black cladding’ (the practice of a 
non-Indigenous business entity or individual taking 
unfair advantage of an Indigenous business entity 
or individual for the purpose of gaining access to 
otherwise inaccessible Indigenous procurement 
policies or contracts4) Current large Government 
tender contracts could be sectioned into smaller 
work packages to enable local business to deliver 
and provide opportunity to engage apprenticeships 
to build work force over time.

RDAK Recommendation:
• Indigenous education and workforce development 

programs ensure health and education targets set 
by the Closing the Gap Refresh are met. 

• Funding & financing models are streamlined, reflect 
actual costs of programs, include wrap around 
services, allow flexibility and are accountable.

• Urgent revision of the Indigenous Procurement 
Policy to allow smaller work packages to engage 
local business, monitor registered business ensuring 
realistic Aboriginal Employment targets are met and 
preclude non for-profit registered charities benefiting 
from Indigenous Business Program. 
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The Snapshot

Indigenous people 
represent 50% of 

Kimberley population

34.6% Indigenous 
people over 15 years 

engaged in the 
workforce1

Indigenous 
unemployment rate is 

15.3% compared to 2.2% 
non-indigenous 

Indigenous youth 3 ½ 
times less likely to 
finished Year 12 as 
non-indigenous

100 times more likely 
than non-indigenous 

business to employ an 
indigenous workforce.3

144 Indigenous 
businesses2

91% land under 
Native Title

Access to mainstream financing 
is difficult. Heavy industry reliance 

on government funding.

Social return to the community 
from Indigenous business is valued 

at $4.41 per dollar of revenue.4 

Operating in construction, 
health and social services, 

education and utility 
management.

Opportunity in key tourism, 
health services provision, 

agriculture and construction

Low education levels 
and poor business 

skills present barriers.

Higher levels of individual and 
community led workforce 

engagement is critical.

Indigenous Procurement 
Policy workforce content are 
not deliverable due to lack 

of skilled indigenous labour.
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Industry Characteristics
Australia’s Indigenous people have a rich 40,000+ year 
history of successful trading and business. However, 
for the last century they have been largely absent from 
mainstream enterprise.
Historical restrictions on freedom and dispossession of 
land, limited opportunity for education, acquisition of 
wealth and labour market skills. That said, over the past 
decade or more, government policy and community led 
programs have seen the substantial growth of Indigenous 
businesses in Australia.  
Indigenous people make up, 50% of the total Kimberley 
population, however when it comes to workforce 
participation there are major imbalances. 
Overall, Indigenous unemployment rate is 15.3% compared 
with 2.2% for non-Indigenous with 34.6% of Indigenous 
people aged 15 years and over employed (employment 
to population ratio).5 
This can be attributed to low cultural values towards 
education leading to poor education outcomes and 
low workforce participation rates. In some cases young 
Indigenous people do not received the same sort of 
parental mentoring that non-Indigenous youth do, when 
it comes to education, career development and workforce 
participation. 
There are 144 registered Indigenous businesses in the 
Kimberley region. These businesses are defined as being 
owned and controlled by at least 50% Indigenous or Torres 
Strait Islander person/s. 
Clear data is difficult to obtain, however there are 
many more Indigenous business operating who are not 
registered, who are not declared an Indigenous enterprise 
or who do not meet the registration requirements. Many 
have less than the 50% ownership but are still considered 
an Indigenous business, (ABS define an Indigenous 

business is one who has at least one owner who identifies 
as being of Indigenous and Torres Strait Islander origin) or 
cannot justify the costs of accreditation. 
These businesses cover a diverse range of industries 
including hospitality and tourism, horticulture, transport, 
labour hire and training and retail. However, statistics show 
the majority are in construction, utility provision, health 
care and social services. 
Currently Indigenous businesses comprise approx. seven 
percent of all Kimberley businesses - higher than the 
national average for remote areas but about 10 % lower 
than Indigenous population to business national average6.  
Establishment of Indigenous businesses is an important 
driver for economic development and increased 
Indigenous participation in the workforce. Indigenous 
businesses have an average Indigenous employment 
rate of 39% Australia wide, and they are 100 times more 
likely to hire Indigenous people. This makes them critically 
important in the Kimberley where Indigenous people 
represent nearly half the population.  
They also generate pride, independence and financial 
stability and create positive futures for indigenous 
communities. A recent report on Social Return on 
Investment finding for every dollar of revenue, Indigenous 
businesses create $4.41 of economic and social value. 
54 % of indigenous businesses provide their community 
with pro-bono advice and sponsor local sport and cultural 
activities.
There is massive potential for Indigenous business to 
grow and prosper with over 91% of Kimberley land coming 
under the controlling influence of Indigenous people 
through Native Title. The challenge is how to harness this 
natural asset to achieve sustained social and economic 
advancement.

There are 144 registered Indigenous businesses in the 
Kimberley region. They comprise approx. 7% of all Kimberley businesses

5 ATEA Kimberley Snapshot 2020
6 As per reference 5
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Industry Opportunities

Tourism
Tourism enterprise can provide the opportunity for 
Indigenous people to stay on country and enable 
Indigenous communities to showcase their cultures while 
maintaining and strengthening community identity in their 
local region7.  
Demand for authentic Indigenous tourism product is 
growing, particularly from the international markets8 and 
the Kimberley is well positioned to grow Indigenous cultural 
tourism.  
The domestic market should be leveraged as over 90% 
all tourists visits to the region are domestic yet less than 
1% of these customers participate in Indigenous tourism.  
Opportunity for growth exists especially from all-weather 
sealing the Dampier Peninsula Road and increased 
product offering from small communities.

Health Services
Indigenous rate of some communicable and non-
communicable diseases is substantially higher than the 

non-indigenous community. Overall disability rate is twice 
that of the non-Indigenous population, therefore demand 
for health services is high in the Kimberley9. 
Proximity to community, understanding of local Indigenous 
health issues and the ability to deliver culturally appropriate 
service provides opportunity for increased indigenous 
labour force to engage in this sector.

Construction
Construction and utility (water, power, waste management) 
is the largest sector for Indigenous business in the 
Kimberley. However, most are still micro business - with 
less than 20 employees. 
Current Tender processes can prohibit growth. Large scale 
projects are frequently awarded to organisations outside 
the region due to scale and unrealistic time constraints. 
Provision to section large tenders and guarantee longer 
term contracts (4-5 years) would offer sustainable growth 
allowing local businesses to offer apprenticeships to 
deliver projects with appropriate Indigenous content.

INDIGENOUS BUSINESS

ANALYSIS

STRENGTHS OPPORTUNITY BARRIERS RISKS

• Strong demand for 
Indigenous cultural 
knowledge

• Considerable land 
assets

• Young population 
that can be 
developed into 
labourforce

• Increase Tourism 
businesses

• Increase Ranger 
Programs

• Increase health 
service businesses

• Increase Joint 
Ventures

• Increase private 
sector employment

• Develop Native Food 
Agriculture

• Poor education and 
low business skills

• Difficult obtaining 
finance

• Reliance an funding
• Poor labourforce 

engagement
• Social exclusion
• Traditional 

recruitment process 
alienate Indigenous

• Black Cladding
• Changes to 

government policy 
and programs

• Poor client diversity
• Over reliance on 

funding

7 Winters, T. (2009). Media Release: Indigenous Australia to Play Greater Role. 
8 Department Foreign Affairs and Trade
9 Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet (2018): ‘The Indigenous Business Sector Strategy: Supercharging Indigenous Business Start-Up And    
  Growth 2018-2028’
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Industry Opportunities Continued

Management of Country
Indigenous ranger projects funded by government support 
Indigenous people to combine traditional knowledge with 
conservation training to protect and manage their land, 
sea and culture. 
Indigenous ranger groups can also develop partnerships 
with research, education, philanthropic and commercial 
organisations to share skills and knowledge, engage 
with schools, and generate additional income and jobs10.  
Currently the Kimberley Ranger Network employs 70 full-
time Indigenous rangers and 100 casual rangers and 
cultural advisers. 

Carbon Farming
Opportunity exists to develop more Carbon Farming 
projects across the region on Indigenous Native Title 
lands. This may bring potential for income generation, 
diversification and social and environmental benefits 
although at present it remains unproven in terms of 
economic value to the Kimberley, and it is not well 
understood in the wider community. 

Indigenous Aquaculture & Bush Food Agriculture
Recent pilot projects across the Kimberley show that 
Indigenous led aquaculture ventures of native species of 
cherubin, rock oysters, barramundi and trochus represent 
an opportunity for Indigenous people to stay on country 
and develop sustainable business models.  
An increasing global demand for cosmetics, medicines 
and health foods derived from Australian native plants (e.g. 
gubinge and wild rice) provides opportunity for Indigenous 
enterprise in bioprospecting and commercialising native 
plants. Importantly, market demand is driven not only by 
their health benefits but also for the Indigenous cultural 
connection to the native food products.  

Both agri food opportunities will likely remain boutique 
businesses unless capital and expertise are sourced to 
scale them to what global and Australian markets require.

Private Sector 
The private sector is and will continue to be the driver 
of future opportunities for Indigenous employment due 
to the significant skills shortages in many industries. 
The mining and resource sectors are the largest private 
sector employer at five per cent Indigenous workforce, 
this is forecast to increase as they have a vested interest 
in engaging an Indigenous workforce as much of the 
resources are located on land that Indigenous people 
have land rights to11.

Joint Ventures
Many Indigenous businesses tend to be awarded small 
scale and/or short-term contracts often due to the lack 
of business scale. To ensure they can bid on and secure 
larger or long-term procurement opportunities they 
can and sometimes do enter joint venture agreements 
with other non-indigenous organisations. This provides 
opportunity to sustainably grow whilst leveraging on 
the capacity delivered by connecting with more mature 
business models. 
There is additional opportunity to utilise Native Title land 
assets in which Indigenous people who have land and 
assets but may lack expertise and capital can grow 
employment and training opportunity for their community 
through a working joint venture.  

10  National Indigenous Australians Agency Indigenous Rangers - Working on Country 
11  Australian Parliament House - Business Committees - Indigenous Employment 2
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Industry Barriers 

Labour Force
The work force participation rate in the Kimberley of 
Indigenous people is 37.3% compared to the non-
indigenous rate of 82.5%. There is a desperate need for 
more engagement of Indigenous people into the workforce.  
Community Development Programs aim to address this 
with support for job seekers to build skills and address 
barriers, however, progress is very slow. Critically, change 
must come from individuals and communities themselves 
not just through government instigated policy and 
programs. 
Nothing highlights this more than business owned by 
Indigenous companies and corporations employing visa 
workers, for the same reasons non-indigenous business 
do. That is, despite higher unemployment rates it makes 
short term business sense to preference vias workers over 
local unemployed people.
Growth in industry sectors to generate more jobs is needed 
in the Kimberley region, but local people need to take more 
of the jobs currently available.

Procurement Policy 
The current procurement policy requiring a percentage of 
indigenous workforce is not realistic for many businesses 
due to a lack of suitably qualified indigenous workforce to 
fulfill the requirements. 
Both indigenous and non-indigenous local businesses 
are unable to honestly compete for tenders or complete 
projects when there is limited indigenous workforce.  
Anecdotal evidence suggests large companies based out 
of the region are winning tenders and then not delivering on 
the appropriate indigenous content. Stronger monitoring 
and accountability for indigenous content must be 
initiated. Government leading by example and offering 
work in smaller tender packages to promote regional 
business development is recommended.

Education and Skills
Indigenous education levels in the community are low 
compared to non-indigenous. Considering the equal 
population ratio, three and a half times as many non-
indigenous students complete Year 12 compared to 
Indigenous students12. Research suggest many Indigenous 
students who finish Year 12 remain illiterate and lack basic 
numeracy skills13 making them virtually unemployable in 
many sectors.  
This disparity is not because Indigenous youth are less 
intelligent, but because on average their parent guardian 
support for education is considerably less than on average 
for non-indigenous youth. Programs like Community 

Development Program could provide numeracy and 
literacy programs to build job ready skills.  
Access to training, governance and compliance skills 
can be limited in the region. The ongoing development of 
business skills is critical to success as many Indigenous 
entrepreneurs have limited familiarity with business 
concepts and processes. The need for a mentor support 
network that has a local focus could be supported through 
the education process from middle secondary school 
through as youth transition to work. The same support 
service could support those older workers picked up as 
opportunities start in the local area (eg mining and or 
support services).

Funding 
Access to commercial lending and traditional business 
financing can be more limited for Indigenous businesses, 
due to low inter-generational wealth, lack of trading 
history, low operational experience, little personal savings, 
and poor home ownership rates14. 
Heavy restrictions and untenable conditions from 
commercial lenders due to the regions geographic 
location inhibits development – with some lenders refusing 
loans based purely on postcode and others requiring 40% 
deposit. 
Native Title holders cannot sell or borrow against their 
land interests, because Native Title rights are not the 
same as land ownership, thereby diminishing funding 
access. Therefore, many Indigenous businesses rely on 
government funding or other indigenous related funding 
mechanisms, at least during start-up phase. 
Funding can also be difficult to obtain through 
government agencies. Lengthy delays and short-term 
funding models demand considerable compliance work 
impacting planning and cashflows. Government funding 
remote models need to reflect actual costs of delivering 
programs where cost of living can be up to 25% higher than 
metropolitan costs15. Funding contracts should also allow 
programs to be delivered within realistic time frames and 
flexible to include required mentoring, education or other 
elements of the program to achieve successful outcomes. 

Private Sector Recruitment
Traditional recruitment practices such as psychometric 
testing, lengthy questionnaires and formal panel interviews 
may alienate potential Indigenous applicants and limited 
their workforce development. Simple requirements for a 
Motor vehicle license can be overcome with sensitive 
employment practises.

The work force participation rate in the Kimberley of Indigenous people is 37.3% compared to the 
non-indigenous rate of 82.5%.

12  ABS 2016 Highest Year of School Completed by Indigenous Status by Sex
13  Interview with Ms Susan Murphy, CEO, Wunan Ngari Indigenous Corporation
14  Supply Nation Building Indigenous Growth Report 
15  Regional Price Index 2019
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Social Exclusion
Indigenous participation in the economic and business 
community can be impeded by social exclusion – factors 
include lack of literacy and numeracy, alcohol and drug 
addiction, past intergenerational trauma, having prior 
criminal convictions and poor physical health. 

For many, Native Title is seen as a social exclusion as 
holders must obtain permission from their Prescribed 
Body Corporates and other holders to move forward, which 
creates barriers & breakdown of family relationship and 
kinship. 

Industry Risks

Black Cladding
The practise of black cladding (the practice of a non-indigenous business entity or individual taking unfair advantage 
of an Indigenous business entity or individual for the purpose of gaining access to otherwise inaccessible Indigenous 
procurement policies or contracts16) within corporations and joint ventures is heavily impacting growth for Indigenous 
business across the region. This restricts any real economic or social flow on benefits into the communities. Monitoring 
to ensure only bonafide indigenous business are being awarded work through the Indigenous Procurement Policy (IPP) 
is crucial.

Government Policy Changes
Indigenous business development relies heavily on favourable policy and programs funded by all levels of government. 
Any change in status, policy and funding needs to consider whether it will on balance advance or impede ongoing 
development.

Report Recommendations 
Recommendation One
Better develop Indigenous Education and Workforce Development by:

a. Australian Government policy and programs are focussed on ensuring child health and education targets set by 
the Closing the Gap Refresh are met to foster intergenerational change and long-term work force development.

b. Australian Government funded training programs providing literacy, numeracy, job ready and business 
management skills are appropriately funded, correctly delivered and held accountable to realistic KPIs. 

c. That a community led impetus creating a cultural shift to valuing education more by local Kimberley people is 
needed to improve education outcomes.

Recommendation Two
Create funding models for all Australian Government programs aimed at Closing the Gap targets that are

a. streamlined to attain and reflect the true cost of program delivery in remote locations.

Recommendation Three      
Urgent revision of the Indigenous Procurement Policy to include;

a. Tender structure and processes allow for smaller work packages to better engage local business
b. Better monitoring of registered Indigenous businesses to prevent what is known as “black cladding” is required 

to ensure confidence and legitimacy in effort to advance local Indigenous people through business.
c. Monitoring of both non-Indigenous and Indigenous businesses to ensure that realistic Aboriginal Employment 

Targets as per contractual agreements are being met.

16  Supply Nation Building Indigenous Growth Report
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Freight and Logistics

Executive Summary
This regional brief outlines the state of the Freight and 
Logistic industries, its opportunities, and its challenges 
and highlights recommendations to enable long term 
sustainable growth of the sector for the benefit the of 
Kimberley and its people.
Efficient and reliable logistics is one of the most critical 
factors in determining the competitiveness of any region.  
The freight and logistics industry contribute approx. 
$555.3M per annum or 10.78% of gross revenue and 
employs 6.5% of the Kimberley work force. 
The Kimberley freight task is characterised by low volumes 
over vast distances with most bulk products freighted by 
via road or shipping and very little air freight. Significant 
projects from mining, agriculture, and aquaculture 
industries will increase the aggregate scale of commodities 
and freight and logistic requirements in the medium to 
long term. Infrastructure must be able to meet this growing 
demand.
The region is serviced by key roads linking north-south 
Great Northern Highway and north-east by Victoria 
Highway. These key freight paths can become cut off 
during seasonal events of fire, flood or cyclones. Urgent 
upgrades to ensure weather resilience and upgrading of 
single-lane bridges is required. Roads linking east-west 
Tanami Road and Buntine Highway are not fit for purpose 
and timely upgrades to these roads are critical. 
Shipping is via three regional ports in Broome, Derby, 
and Wyndham and lesser ports in Yampi Sound. Current 
infrastructure lacks adequate bulk handling or cool storage 
facilities. The region is missing a critical shipping line 

service of cargo containers for import and export of small-
scale commodities. There are proposed developments 
for a Kimberley Marine Supply Base along with container 
cargo facilities to ease this burden.
Two main regional airports along with smaller airports 
service the region. However, airfreight is highly constricted 
by lack of facilities and low aggregate commodity 
volumes. It requires development or extension to existing 
infrastructure to include air cargo carrier access and 
airside facilities. Consideration should be given to best 
use of the RAAF Curtin airbase, which has the second 
largest runway in Australia and capacity for cool storage 
development.

RDAK Recommendation:
• Australian Government investment in a ensuring all 

bridges on National Highway One (Great Northern 
Highway) are dual lane and that a new bridge 
over the Ord River is constructed to remove freight 
impediments, and freight from the Kununurra Diversion 
Dam wall, with this new bridge becoming part if the 
national highway grid.

• Australian Government undertake a review of the use 
of Curtain Air Base, so it contributes more positively to 
the economic development of the Kimberley region.

• Australian Government proactively seek to authorise 
Western Australian Government officials based in 
the region to undertake Commonwealth required 
inspections at Ports.    
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The Snapshot

$555.3M per annum or 
10.78% GRP 

Employs 6.5% of 
workforce

Low volumes over vast 
distances 

Freight 
predominately via 

road or ship

Key roads need
upgrades 

Airfreight is constricted by lack 
of facilities 

Significant projects 
from diverse sectors 
will increase logistic 

demand

Industry Overview
Efficient and reliable logistics is one of the most critical 
factors in determining the competitiveness of a region, as 
inefficient and or unreliable logistics adds cost and causes 
delays in the delivery of goods and services to and from 
an area, thereby decreasing competitiveness1.
The Freight and Logistics industries in the Kimberley 
generates a Gross Revenue of approximately $555.322 
million dollars per annum. It employs around 987 people, 
or 6.5%3 of jobs in the region.
The Kimberley is one-sixth of Western Australia’s landmass 
spanning 419,558 km² - twice the size of Victoria. It has a 
population of 36,0144 and is one of the least peopled places 
on earth. The closest capital to the region is Darwin located 
880kms east, and Perth located 2200km south. 
Compared to its size, the economic driver industries of 
the Kimberley have limited scale. Except for iron ore from 
Koolan and Cockatoo Islands, the extractive resource 
sectors have historically been dominated by low volume, 
high value, commodities such as gold and diamonds. 
Irrigated agriculture, aquaculture, and the pastoral sectors 
have significant potential but are not currently operating 
at scale.  

Due to its relative isolation and size and the aggregate 
scale of production, the freight task in the Kimberley region 
is characterised by low volumes over vast distances.
Inbound freight of bulk commodities and specialised 
parts for industries such as fertilisers, feed, and fodder are 
freighted by road, adding significantly to the business input 
costs. Fresh produce and other supplies for consumers is 
transported via road from the south. 
Key road infrastructure within the region is subject to 
seasonal closures, limiting productivity and security to the 
community. Upgrading key roads is essential for reliable 
supply chains, reducing freight costs, strengthening links 
to markets, and reducing inbound freight costs for the 
handling of bulk products and consumer commodities.
There is currently limited common use infrastructure of 
processing facilities, cold storage facilities, or refrigerated 
air freight in the region. Due to many constraints, food 
and fibre and mining operations in the region are not 
operating to a scale that justifies the significant investment 
required for the development of these freight and logistic 
infrastructures.  

1 Guner, S. and Coskun, E. ‘Comparison of impacts of economic and social factors on countries’ logistics performances: a study with 26 OECD coun  
  tries, Research in Logistics and Production
2 Kimberley Development Commission Regional Overview
3 See ref 1
4 Australian Bureau of Statistics – Quick Stats Kimberley Region
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5 ATEA Consulting Kimberley Snapshot 2020
6 DIRPD West Kimberley Supply Chain & Logistics Hub Pre-feasibility study

Industry Overview continued 
However, secured and proposed projects to increase the 
aggregate scale of regional production include:
• Sheffield’s mineral sands project between 800,000 

tonnes and 1.7 million tonnes per annum within ten 
years

• Agrimin’s sulphate of potash project between 400,000 
tonnes and 800,000 tonnes per annum in ten years

• Other mining including copper, gold, zinc, lead cobalt 
and graphite increasing from a few thousand tonnes 
per annum to over 200,000 tonnes per annum5 

• Buru Energy’s increasing production lift from the 
Ungani Oil Fields 

• Cone Bay Barramundi’s production increased output 
by 20,0000 tonnes 

• Seafarms’ Project Seadragon proposed 10,000 
hectares of prawn production ponds

• Continued expansion of the Ord Irrigation district (50% 
increase in area since 2013) 

A recent pre-feasibility study for a West Kimberley Supply 
Chain & Logistics Hub found ‘Quantitative analysis of 
volumes and in-depth interviews with producers indicate 
that, without some form of intervention to facilitate 
producers affordably reaching export markets, there will 
be little development or investment and no opportunity to 
build scale in the region6.

Infrastructure

Roads 
Key road access from the Northern Territory is via the 
national Victoria Highway into Kununurra. This connects to 
the sealed Great Northern Highway to Broome in the west 
and beyond into the Pilbara. These roads can become 
compromised and temporarily cut off by fire, seasonal 
and cyclonic flooding, or vehicle accidents. 
Within the Kimberley region, the Great Northern Highway 
has 13 bridges, four flood ways and poor-quality surfaces 
in some areas, which are exacerbated by seasonal 
weather events. The highway suffers from pinch points 
at the Kununurra Diversion Dam and single-lane bridges, 
particularly on sections from Broome to Willare and Halls 
Creek to Kununurra. The Kimberley is one of the few areas 
in the country that still has a national highway with single-
lane bridges. 
Increasing freight on the Kununurra Diversion Dam wall has 
the potential to diminish the life of that key infrastructure. 
It is key priority to establish a new bridge over the Ord 
River as part of the national road network. The Australian 
Government has already completed engineering and land 
corridor work through a $10m investment to get this project 
‘shovel’ ready.

Key roads linking the region to markets on the east 
coast are not all fit for purpose. Upgrading and sealing 
the Tanami Road, which connects the Kimberley to Alice 
Springs and beyond, is critical. It would reduce travel 
distances to southern markets by 1,000km. Considerable 
funding has been allocated to the major project, and work 
is scheduled to start in 2020.   
The Duncan Road/Buntine Highway links Katherine NT with 
Halls Creek is currently highly constrained due to the poor 
state of the road; however, State funding commitments 
should result in improvements providing an alternative 
link to the Northern Territory. 
Making all these strategic roads fit for purpose is vital to:
• improve connectivity between people with jobs and 

services, and goods with markets
• improve road safety
• improve freight efficiency, connectivity and travel time
• improve economic productivity
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Airports
The privately-owned, Broome International Airport delivers 
commercial air services and limited air freight services to 
the West Kimberley. It has a 2500-metre runway capable 
of accommodating a range of air cargo carriers. However, 
it lacks provision for extensive airside facilities.
The East Kimberley Regional Airport currently delivers 
commercial air services, but limited air freight. Exiting 
runway infrastructure restricts the size of aircraft and 
precludes large commercial or air freight cargo carriers. 
A proposal is under development for runway extensions 
to allow for significantly increased air freight capacity. 
This would allow for the development of the area’s 
considerable pastoral, irrigated agriculture, tourism, and 
developing aquaculture industries. Additionally, increasing 
inbound freight to lessen the costs of essential consumer 
commodities for the East Kimberley community.
The newly refurbished Derby Airport currently does not have 
any RPT commercial flights or air freight operating from 
the facility. However, there are significant air facilities at 
Curtin airbase - a joint-use defence force and civil airbase 
located near Derby. The Shire of Derby West Kimberley 
has negotiated a civil airside lease with the Australian 
Defence Force providing 60 hectares of space that could 
be utilised for cool storage and other airside logistics. The 
Curtin Airbase is the second-longest airstrip in Australia, 
able to land the largest aircraft in the world. A review of 
the Curtin Air Base and its land asset is recommended to 
achieve the dual gaols of meeting its defence purpose but 
also of contributing more purposefully to the development 
of the Kimberley region. It is a question of what the best 
national interest is - use of Curtain Air Base as it is, or some 
different mix of use that can fulfill multiple objectives.

Ports 

Shipping access into the Kimberley is via the main ports of 
Broome, Derby, and Wyndham and the lesser Yampi Sound 
Ports of Cockatoo and Koolan Islands. The Kimberley has 
one of the largest tidal ranges in the world, and access to 
some ports can be subject to these tidal conditions.
The multi-user Port of Broome can accommodate vessels 
up to 50,000 tonnes berthing displacement. The Port of 
Broome reports exported 158,549 tonnes, and imported of 

198,780 tonnes in 2019, (121,780 head of cattle exported), and 
had 847 vessel visits. The main imports are fuel, and the 
main export is live cattle. In 2019, a Channel Optimisation 
Project was undertaken to ensure all-tide access to the 
port all for cruise boats and shipping vessels. A private 
enterprise proposal is under consideration to build a $119 
million Kimberley Marine Support Base in Broome. This 
would comprise a floating wharf, along with associated 
onshore terminal facilities for maritime trade and tourism.
Derby Port has a 150-meter wharf and limited associated 
infrastructure of wharf storage and hardstand compound. 
Currently, it is not used to export of any goods but supplies 
for Mt Gibson Mine are imported and it is an inbound hub 
for fresh fish from Cone Bay Barramundi, which connects 
to market via refrigerated road freight from the port.
Wyndham Port is the only deep-water port between 
Broome and Darwin, and it is a vital link within Northern 
Australia’s primary and secondary industries’ supply 
chains. It serviced 95 supply and tourist vessels in 20197. 
Imports include bulk fuel, general cargo, ammonium nitrate 
for mine use, and fertilisers. Main exports are live cattle, ore, 
crude oil, and produce from the Ord River irrigation area. 
Shipping in the region is currently missing a key line of 
service as it has limited containerised cargo opportunities 
for imports or exports. The Port of Broome is working with 
industry to develop containerised cargo facilities for small 
scale export of mining and agri-food goods and import of 
industry and consumer commodities. Longer-term plans 
include the development of First Point of Entry facilities of 
quarantine and customs for international container freight.
A key issue for those seeking to import and export from 
the ports is accessing accredited and required regulatory 
inspections for consignments. Often this means exporters 
or importers having to fly accredited regulatory staff from 
elsewhere in Australia to the ports for inspections, because 
local regionally based staff are not authorised to do the 
inspections. This adds cost and time to the supply chain 
and should be easily overcome by jurisdictions cross 
authorising locally based staff. The recommendation to 
cross authorises inspectorial staff has been raised for 
decades, and it seems for every step forward in achieving 
it there is one step backwards.

7 Cambridge Gulf Limited
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STRENGTHS OPPORTUNITY BARRIERS RISKS

• Population creates 
baseline for 
services

• Government 
contracts create 
baseline for 
services

• Development of 
infrastructure to assist 
logistic supply chain

• Increasing output of 
mining, agriculture 
and horticulture 
industries will drive 
development

• Seasonality effects 
labour requirements 
profitability

• The high cost of 
business inputs

• Contraction in 
population

• Retraction in core 
industries affecting 
demand

• Stalled delivery of 
government works or 
private investment 
projects

• Changes in regulatory 
environment

FREIGHT AND LOGISTIC

ANALYSIS

Industry Opportunity

Increased Economic Drivers
Proposed and scheduled economic developments are emerging in offshore oil & gas, onshore mining, 
agricultural and aquaculture sectors that will drive the development of the industry in the medium to long 
term.

Commodity Projected increase in production8 

Mineral Sands 800, 000-1.7 million tonnes per annum

Sulphate of potash 400, 000 -800,000 tonnes per annum

Other mining – copper, gold, zinc, graphite, lead cobalt 200,000 tonnes per annum

Oil 20,000 barrels per day 

Farmed Barramundi 20,000 tonnes per annum

Farmed Prawns 5,000 – 100,000 tonnes per annum9 

Food and Fibre from Ord Irrigation Area 15,000 tonnes per annum

Population Base
A renewal and expansion of industries will see an increased baseline population that drives demand for 
freight of goods to and from the Kimberley region.

8 Kimberley Development Commission
9 Seafarms Australia
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Freight and Logistics

Industry Barriers

Labour 
There is a national skills shortage in the transport and logistics sector, which is reflected locally. Training 
and retaining a skilled local workforce is critical as the industry expands due to increased demand from 
mining and food and fibre sectors. Engagement of Indigenous people who make up 50% of the Kimberley 
population is a vital component of labour force development.

Industry Risks

Any delay in government spending to develop or improve the infrastructure of roads poses a risk to an 
efficient logistics and freight network.
Bridges on the national highway network are a particular risk, even though progressive replacement 
program has been occurring. The height and width restrictions on the Kununurra Diversion Dam wall mean 
that some loads must traverse the south of Australia to get to the Pilbara mining region. This is inefficient a 
drain in industry. Freight on the Diversion Dam wall risk increased depreciation of that critical infrastructure 
which is now 58 years old.
Delay or non-proceeding of large-scale developments in agriculture, mining and aquaculture poses a 
threat to the freight and logistics in the region because scale is impeded.

Report Recommendations 
Recommendation One
Australian Government investment in a ensuring all bridges on National Highway one (Great Northern Highway) are 
dual lane and that a new bridge over the Ord River is constructed to remove freight impediments, and freight from the 
Kununurra Diversion Dam wall, with this new bridge becoming part if the national highway grid.

Recommendation Two
Australian Government undertake a review of the future of Curtain Air Base with a view that it continues to play the role 
it needs to for defence purposes, but also contributes more positively to the economic development of the Kimberley 
region. 

Recommendation Three
Australian Government proactively seek to authorise Western Australian Government officials based in the Kimberley 
region to undertake Commonwealth required inspections at Ports, so that the cost of flying in inspectors from elsewhere 
in Australia for regulatory inspections is removed.
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Small Business 

Executive Summary

This regional brief outlines the state of the small business sector, its opportunities, and its challenges and highlights 
recommendations to enable long term sustainable growth for the benefit of the Kimberley and its people.

57% sole proprietors or in 
partnerships

73% turnover between $50k 
and $2m

38% employ less than 20 
people

Business counts in the 
Kimberley show stable figures, 

a relatively diversified 
economy, and no significant 

changes when it comes to the 
levels of turnover generated 

by businesses.

Business inputs 15% higher than 
metropolitan centres

Staff retention and 
high cost of wages 

strongly impact 
small businesses.

Complex, costly, and 
changing regulatory 

environments

The core challenge for 
businesses operating in a 

single region is the extreme 
vulnerability to economic 

variations.

95% of businesses
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Small Business 

Industry Overview
Small business is integral to the Kimberley economy. The 
region’s 2,253 businesses contributed a Gross Regional 
Product of $2.8b in 2018. This figure is up slightly by 2.4% 
from 20171.  
Vital to the region’s economic and social wellbeing, the 
small business sector is the Kimberley’s largest employer. 
It keeps money close to home and supports communities 
by helping to create webs of financial interdependence 
that foster broad-based prosperity. 
However, there are many challenges to successful 
operations of small businesses in a regional setting 
that are not encountered by larger corporations. Large 
business generally relies on policy and base funding 
from interests across the state, nation, and the globe, 
particularly during the start-up phase. This makes them 
less likely to be vulnerable to local economic conditions.  
Small businesses are much more susceptible to cyclical 
fluctuations in demand for output and experience much 
higher swings in revenue growth than larger enterprises. 
There are many definitions for small business; however, 
for this report, small business is defined as a business 
employing fewer than 20 people. Categories of small 
businesses include:
• Non-employing businesses (sole proprietorships and 

partnerships without employees)
• Micro-businesses (businesses employing between 1 

and 4 people including non employing businesses)
• Other small businesses (businesses that employ 

between 5 and 19 employees)2 
There are currently 2,253 businesses operating in the 
Kimberley.
95% are classified as small business. More than half are 
sole traders or partnerships without employees, with nearly 
38% employing less than 20 people3.  
There was a 9.3% decline in business numbers during the 
period 2011-20184, attributed to severe downturns in the 
mining and construction sectors and a contraction in 
residential population base. 
That situation has remained relatively stable over the past 
three years and now shows signs of a weak recovery. 
In 2018, there was a marginal increase in the number of sole 
proprietary businesses indicating that recent government 
policies stimulating the establishment of new businesses, 
entrepreneurship, and innovation in the region could be 
starting to pay dividends5. 
In 2018, 73% of all businesses in the Kimberley generated 
a turnover between $50k and less than $2m6. 
Less than 10% generate over $2M, 40% generate between 

200K – 2M, 32% generate between $20K – 200K and 18% 
generate between 0-50K. 
For this latter group, it is likely for some of the non-
employing businesses the income is not the primary 
source of personal income, but part-time revenue streams 
or seasonal business ventures.  
Overall, business counts in the Kimberley show stable 
figures, a relatively diversified economy, and no significant 
changes when it comes to the levels of turnover generated 
by businesses7.

1 Kimberley Development Commission – Small Business 2019
2 Parliament of Australia - Introduction - The importance of small business
3 ABS & ATO Data provided by Kimberley Development Commission 
4 Kimberley Development Commission
5 Kimberley Development Commission Counts of Australian Businesses: what does it mean for the Kimberley?
6 See ref 4
7 See ref 1

39%
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Small Business 

Industry Segments8 

Accommodation and Food Services 
This sector is strongly represented by micro-companies, 
with half having a turnover of less than $100,000. This is 
due to the highly seasonal nature of the tourism industry 
in the region. Businesses include local market stalls, pop 
up shops, and seasonal tours offered to domestic and 
overseas visitors. This sector is vulnerable to the vagaries 
of the tourism industry and high regional cost of access 
and associated issues.  

Retail and wholesale 
These trades have the most substantial proportion of 
small businesses with employees. Higher staff levels are 
generally required to manage extended trading hours and 
peak seasons associated with the region. This sector is 
highly vulnerable to population change and perceived or 
actual changes to disposable income in the area. It is also 
dependant on consumer preferences and is affected by 
issues such as increased online shopping.   

Construction and manufacturing 
Businesses in this sector comprise a range of small 
businesses that support the other enterprises as well 
as the domestic market. Highly vulnerable to economic 
cycles, population trends, and government major project 
decisions.

Agriculture, forestry, and fishing 
The high level of non-employing businesses is likely to 
comprise “hobby style” farmers primarily but will include 
consulting advisors to the sector. The small employers 
will encompass services to agriculture. This sector is less 
vulnerable to economic downturn as policy & compliance 
are likely to be the dominant influence. It is also susceptible 
to biosecurity issues and is impacted by lack of scale and 
therefore freight and logistical challenges.. 

Transport, Postal and Warehousing
The domination of non-employing business likely reflects 
owner-driver businesses.  Overall, this sector experienced 
the sharpest contraction in the period from 2014-2018. The 
logistics sector is a relatively accurate reflection of both the 
current situation and short-term economic outlook, based 
on the need to move construction and other materials for 
new and expanding projects.  

Personal services 
These include education, training, health care, social 
assistance, and recreation facilities, for the most part, 
delivered through government-funded programs.   
Therefore, this group is likely to be less vulnerable to 
economic variations. The significant impacts are likely to 
be government funding, policy, and medium-long term 
population changes.      

8 Information from ATEA Consulting – Kimberley Snapshots 2020’
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Small Business 

Industry Opportunity 

Encourage Local Content
Although there has been some recent improvement 
in the percentage of Government contracts awarded 
locally, there is a large opportunity for a more significant 
proportion of contracts to be assigned to small businesses 
in the region. Regular, long term government contracts 
allow businesses security and opportunity to engage 
traineeships or apprenticeships the foster long-term 
stability and sector growth. The view that larger contract 
offer better value for money, less risk and are easier to 
manage by Government need to better balanced with the 
objective of encouraging small growth. 

Buy Local
There is an opportunity to grow the local businesses 
by encouraging other local businesses always to use 
the services based within the region. Similarly, large 
organisations who have business operations within the 
area should be educated about the actual costs of service/
product delivery and encourage them to use suppliers 
from the region. 

Other Industry Growth
The state of the core industries directly impacts small 
businesses. Improvements in the economic status of 
mining, agriculture, and tourism sectors will result in 
increased opportunity and demand for products and 
services delivered by small business.

Innovation
Small business is often more innovative than larger 
industries – there is a real opportunity to create new 
markets or grow existing ones by diversifying products 
and services to meet the customer demands better and 
follow new consumer trends.

STRENGTHS OPPORTUNITY BARRIERS RISKS

• Population creates 
baseline for small 
business services

• Government 
contracts create 
baseline for small 
business services

• Innovation to diversify 
to meet consumer 
demand

• Encourage increased 
local content policy 
for government 
contracts

• Encourage local 
population to buy 
local to boost local 
business

• Encourage large 
business to utilise 
services / products 
within the region

• Encourage more local 
employment

• Cost and complexity 
of regulations

• Access to reliable, 
skilled workforce

• Seasonality effects 
labour requirements 
and profitability

• High cost of business 
inputs

• Contraction in local 
population base 
affecting demand 
for local product / 
services

• Retraction in core 
industries affecting 
demand for local 
product / services

• Stalled delivery of 
government works or 
private investment 
projects

• Changes in regulatory 
environment

• Increase on line 
buying.

SMALL BUSINESS

ANALYSIS
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Small Business 

Industry Barriers 
Overall, the core challenge for businesses operating in 
a single remote region is the extreme vulnerability to 
economic variations. More than anything small businesses 
in the Kimberley are impacted by the low population base, 
and therefore market size. Downturn in main commercial 
drivers of mining, agriculture, construction, and tourism or 
the contraction of the base population directly impacts 
the sector.
The well establish trend of online buying impacts many 
small businesses, and that trend is likely to continue and 
accelerate.
The availability of suitable labour and skills remains an 
impediment to business growth and performance in the 
region. Essentially anyone local who wants a job, and is 
willing to commit to work, can get a job. The gap must be 
filled by importing labour and skills to the region. That often 
means higher cost small business versus employing local 
people, so the incentive to employ locally remains strong.

Seasonality
The region experiences substantial fluctuation in business 
activity during the wet season – many small businesses 
linked to service industries have a downturn of over 80% 
or a complete shutdown. This creates flow-on effects for 
cash flow and issues retaining full-time staff resulting in 
the need to pay 25% loading for casual wages.

Work Force
One of the biggest challenges for small businesses in the 
region is attracting and retaining workers, particularly 
workers with specialist skills. The Kimberley has a 
transient workforce and a high cost of living compared to 
metropolitan centers. It is also perceived by many people 
as being separated from family or friends and can have 
consistent extreme temperatures for months of the year; 
these factors make it difficult for businesses to recruit 
employees. 
Despite the region’s unemployment level being at 15.3%, 
the level of the local population taking up jobs in the 
workforce is limited, meaning that migrant workers are 
required to undertake jobs in areas such as: farm work, 
hospitality, retail etc.
Engagement of Indigenous people who make up 50% of 
the community is vital to the ongoing growth of the small 
business sector across the region and to close the gap in 
Indigenous employment levels. Jobs are available and the 
region needs to be more effective having more indigenous 
people take up those jobs.

A review government policy is critical to allow easier 
accesses of skilled migrants to fill gaps when local workers 
are not available. For example, currently, Working Holiday 
Visa employees are not permitted to work for more than 
six months in one job or allowed to earn their time towards 
a 2nd-year visa within the boundaries of Kimberley 
townships only on pastoral/agricultural properties.   
Longer-term, encouraging more people to move to 
regional and rural areas to grow the population base is vital 
for small business success and the overall development 
of the Kimberley and regional Australia. 

Lack of regional pricing understanding
Business input costs of freight, transport, wages, insurances, 
and other inputs are significantly higher than metropolitan 
centers (RPI 2019 indicates at least 15% higher) largely 
because of the low population base of the Kimberley 
region and therefore low volumes. Local input costs are 
being passed onto consumers. Within the region, this is 
well understood and accepted. However, large companies 
based outside of the area, who fail to understand this, and 
expect to pay comparative metropolitan prices. 
As an example, Kimberley based mining companies freight 
their commercial laundry 2500kms to Perth rather than 
paying the regional commercial laundry to undertake 
the work . This cost of freight is roughly equivalent to the 
price difference between Perth & Kimberley operations. 
However, on face value, the Perth operations seem more 
competitive, and the contract leaves the region. Educating 
large businesses based outside of the area around actual 
costs is an ongoing challenge to small businesses.

Regulation barriers
The small business sector faces many challenges when 
it comes to regulation. Whether starting a new small 
business or expanding an existing one, the main industries 
concerns are: 
• Poor access to information on regulatory requirements 

in plain English (increasing regulatory risk and 
uncertainty) 

• Unnecessary approvals for minor changes which 
trigger lengthy & uncertain approval processes 

• Repeated requests for information from different 
agencies which can cause lengthy delays (reducing 
business productivity) 

• Agencies impose unnecessary and costly requirements 
(reducing business productivity)
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Small Business 

Industry Risks 

Economic Status of other Industry
Many small businesses operate as suppliers or service providers to magnet industries such as tourism, mining, and 
agricultural sectors and are directly affected by the financial status of those sectors.

Base Population Changes
Many small businesses exist in the areas of retail, hospitality and tourism, rental, hire and real estate and recreation 
services providing goods or services to the general population. Any contraction in the regional population significantly 
affects profitability and viability, and correspond any increase in the base population has potential upside for small 
business.  

Report Recommendations
Recommendation One
Australian government assist small businesses with correct tax settings and workplace relations framework to create 
sustainable jobs.  

Recommendation Two 
Policy that stimulates training and workforce development through local apprenticeships and traineeships.

Recommendation Three
• Targeted migration policies to encourage appropriately skilled workers out to the regions where they are most 

needed.
• Australian Government continue to set polices which encourage migrant workers to take jobs in the Kimberley 

region, which local people have shown a tendency to not do.
• Australian Government adjust migration policy to more proactively achieve more migrants in the Kimberley region 

to assist grow the region and deliver the skills the region needs.
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