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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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