POPULATION MOBILITY AND LABOUR MARKETS
AND TRANSPORT FUTURES
Another project in the Regional Economies program was the Population Mobility and
Labour Markets project, led by Mike Dockery from Curtin University. Research in this
project generated an evidence base that could be used to help planners and decisionmakers in communities and service provision improve remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people’s social, health and economic opportunities.
The project led to a better understanding of what drives Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples to move around between communities in remote Australia and how
much this happens and in what kinds of patterns. We conducted the largest ever survey
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander mobility in surveys in 25 remote Aboriginal
communities where residents access Alice Springs as their regional service centre. We
trained and employed 83 local Aboriginal Community Researchers (ACRs) on this project
to help develop the survey instruments, to conduct the surveys and to provide feedback
to communities about the research findings.
The research showed that people take around 19 trips per year, driving on average 865
km per month to access services, especially for shopping but also for banking, health and
accessing Centrelink. Another key driver of mobility is visiting friends and family: kinship,
culture and country remain central to mobility. Barriers to mobility, such as the lack of
driver’s licences and low vehicle access, are what limit employment outcomes for people
in these remote communities.
Our findings suggest that rather than closing smaller and more remote communities,
which will displace people and have negative effects, legitimising mobility would actually
enable improved planning and decision-making by communities, service providers and
employers.
Our Transport Futures research showed that travel is relatively expensive for people in
remote communities, using both private and public transport. Indeed, our research in
Central Australia found that 30% of household expenditure is on travel, compared to the
national average of 16%. Practical measures – such as effective collaboration platforms,
appropriate planning and regulation and more integrated and affordable long-distance
public transport – can immediately improve transport. Radical innovations, such as solarpowered electric vehicles and automated transport, could accelerate the sustainable
development of remote Australia in the next 50 years.

