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INTRODUCTION

In this paper I raise the issue of ‘peak oil’ and
its impact on Aus tra lian Indig e nous com mu ni ties, 
pres ent con se quences of the rise in oil prices
over the past three years for remote and
regional Aus tra lia, and con sider pos si ble ways of
address ing what I would argue is an increas ingly
dire future con cern ing eco nomic devel op ment
poten tial con sid ered piv otal to these regions. The 
impact of ‘peak oil’ has been par tic u larly dif fi cult 
on the pop u la tions liv ing in tiny and remote
Indig e nous com mu ni ties in West ern, Cen tral and 
North ern Aus tra lia, the major ity of which use
die sel fuel for elec tric ity and trans port. Elec tric -
ity pow ers bore pumps, house hold and work place 
appli ances, and equip ment such as refrig er a tion.
All food and other freight trav els long dis tances
via road trans port, which already con trib utes to
the higher prices of goods in remote com mu nity
stores. The data pre sented below has been gath -
ered from ‘desk top’ research, although it viv idly 
points to the need for immediate studies in the
communities.

One site of infor ma tion con cern ing the
impact of higher fuel prices on these com mu ni -

ties is in the West ern Desert of West ern Aus tra -
lia (WA), located about 1,000 km north-east
of Perth. The Ngaanyatjarra Coun cil’s (2005)1

annual munic i pal grant for die sel pur chase from
the Aus tra lian gov ern ment for 2005 was based
on the fig ure of Aus$1.10 per litre.2 How ever, by 
July of that year the Coun cil had used up their
funds as fuel prices peaked at $1.60 per litre
dur ing long peri ods. The Ngaanyatjarra Coun cil
has since agreed to enter into a Regional Part -
ner ship Agree ment (RPA) with the WA State
and a Shared Respon si bil ity Agree ment (SRA)
with the Aus tra lian gov ern ment for addi tional
fund ing to reim burse the Coun cil against the
impact of fluc tu at ing fuel prices.3 In another
juris dic tion, the Aborig i nal Air Ser vices (AAS) in 
Alice Springs (in the cen tre of the con ti nent)
closed its doors in 2006 due to high avi a tion fuel 
prices. AAS had pro vided essen tial trans port ser -
vices for more than 60 remote com mu ni ties for
close to three decades (Rob erts, 2006). Finally,
fuel prices of nearly $3 per litre are forc ing
Indig e nous fish ers in the Torres Strait outer
islands (such as Boigu and Dauan) to return to
tra di tional sail-pow ered ves sels to fish in much
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the same way when Euro pean explor ers Bligh
and Flinders sailed these waters between Aus tra -
lia and Papua New Guinea more than two
centuries ago (McGuire, 2006).

WHAT IS PEAK OIL?

‘Peak oil’ is a descrip tion devel oped in the early
1950s by a Shell geol o gist, Marion King Hubbert, 
to describe the way in which oil pro duc tion
from regional reserves fol lows a path that is
 similar to a ‘bell’ curve. Bas ing his pre dic tions
on record of prior oil dis cov er ies and reserve
growth, Hubbert pre dicted in 1956 that U.S. oil
pro duc tion would peak in the early 1970s fol -
lowed by a peak in world pro duc tion around the 
year 2000 (Heinberg, 2003, p. 90). Ini tially
labelled a pariah for his con tro ver sial meth ods,
within two decades he was proven cor rect when
oil  production in the con tig u ous U.S. peaked at
close to 10 mil lion bar rels per day, a rate not
since dupli cated despite sub stan tial dis cov er ies
in Alaska and the Gulf of Mex ico. The dis cov -
ery of new oil reserves peaked in 1960 and
since 1990 oil con sump tion is mea sured at a rate 
of nearly 3 bar rels of oil con sumed for each
new bar rel discovered (Longwell, 2002, p. 102)
(Figure 1).

Rob in son and Powrie (2004) report that
Aus tra lia’s Bass Strait oil and gas prov ince ini ti -
ated pro duc tion in 1970, reached its peak in
1985 only to begin a steady and irre vers ible
decline. Over all Aus tra lia’s oil pro duc tion peaked 
in 2000 and again is in steady decline. Prob a bil -
ity fore casts from Geoscience Aus tra lia (2006,
p. 18) sug gest that this trend will con tinue
unabated dur ing a period in which Aus tra lia’s
pro jected con sump tion increases (Fig ure 2). The
prob a bil ity of new dis cov er ies required to meet
ear lier con sump tion and pro duc tion peaks is not
likely. The result: the annual cost of import ing
oil is over Aus$20 bil lion per annum, while the
net cost of oil imports now exceed ing exports by 
$5 billion in 2005 (The Sen ate, 2007, p. 64).

Exclud ing deep water oil fields, out put from
54 of the 65 larg est oil-pro duc ing coun tries in
the world is now in decline (Rob in son, 2006).
While global oil pro duc tion rose mark edly
between 2000 and 2005, it has since slowed. And 
since the world oil price began its upward march 
in late 2002, world oil pro duc tion has been able
to quickly sup ply the addi tional oil demanded by 
the global mar ket. How ever, as Fig ure 3 dem on -
strates, over the past two years world oil pro duc -
tion plateaued at 84–85 mil lion bar rels each
day.4 Within OPEC, the only coun try pres ently
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Fig ure 1 World oil dis cov ery and pro duc tion: 1900–2002
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with any sig nif i cant spare pro duc tion capac ity is

Saudi Ara bia (Appen dix A). This sur plus is

heavy oil that is more expen sive to refine than

light, ‘sweet’ crude oil. The absence of any reli -

able audited reserve and field by field pro duc -

tion data in most oil pro duc ing coun tries means

it is dif fi cult to develop more than uncer tain

prob a bil ity esti mates con cern ing the likely date

for a global ‘peak’. Esti mates for such a ‘peak’

vary over a great range, from 2005 through to

2030, and beyond (The Sen ate, 2007, p. 43).
The major impact on Aus tra lians, in par tic u -

lar the remote areas, has been the rapid rise and 

vol a tile nature of these price changes (Fig ure 4). 

In mid-2006 the NYMEX futures price for West 

Texas crude peaked at US$78 per bar rel. Cur -

rently, some com men ta tors believe that oil will

soon be priced at around US$80–100 per bar rel,

although some believe that it will drop to around 

$45 (Helman, 2006). Peak oil does not mean the 

world will run out of oil, but it does sug gest that 

the world has come to the end of cheap liq uid

fuels, as global demand (espe cially from China

and India) out strips the growth in pro duc tion. It

is unlikely that oil will return to the fig ure of

US$20 per bar rel that it was trad ing at just five

years ago.

POPULATION IN INDIGENOUS

LANDS

A recent Sen ate Inquiry into Aus tra lia’s future
oil sup plies attracted some 200 writ ten sub mis -
sions, albeit just one exam in ing how Indig e nous
com mu ni ties will be affected.5 Most sub mis sions
focused on the impact of price rises on urban
driv ers and poten tial pol icy cor rec tives aimed
at reducing weekly fuel bills. The par tic u lar loca -
tion and dis tri bu tion of remote Indig e nous com -
mu ni ties is an impor tant aspect of their abil ity
(or lack thereof) to man age these ris ing prices.
Accord ing to the 2001 Aus tra lian Cen sus (2004), 
the Aborig i nal and Torres Strait Islander pop u la -
tion was esti mated to be 458,520, or 2.4 per
cent of Aus tra lia’s pop u la tion. The median age
of Indig e nous Aus tra lians was 20.5 years com -
pared with 36 years for the main stream Aus tra -
lian  population. It is esti mated that 25 per cent
of the Indig e nous pop u la tion lived in areas
 classified as remote or very remote com pared
with only two per cent of the non-Indigenous
population (Table 1).6

Using data from the Aus tra lian Bureau of
Sta tis tics (1999) report Com mu nity Hous ing and
Infra struc ture Needs Sur veys (CHINS) to iden tify 
future chal lenges for Indig e nous com mu ni ties,
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Fig ure 2 Aus tra lia’s oil pro duc tion 1965–2025
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Fig ure 3 World oil pro duc tion: 2002–2006 (as at Decem ber 2006)

Source: www.theoildrum.com/story/2006/12/5/144125/842

Fig ure 4 Vol a til ity in NYMEX oil price: 2004–2006

Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/thumb/2/28/Oil_Prices_Short_Term.png/800px-Oil_Prices_
Short_Term.png



Tay lor (2002, p. 13) pro jects that the Indig e nous 
pop u la tion in the remote Aus tra lian desert (or
arid zone) (Fig ure 6)7 will grow by about 10,000
peo ple to nearly 45,000 over the next 10 years.

Half of this increase will be in the prime
employ ment age groups (24–65) where pop u la -
tion num bers will increase by 35 per cent over
the decade. In a later pub li ca tion, Tay lor (2004,
p. 98) sug gested that high Aborig i nal fer til ity
rates will lead to sus tained and rapid pop u la tion
growth and a high pro por tion of infants and
 children in these com mu ni ties. In the North ern

Ter ri tory, the Aborig i nal pop u la tion will dou ble
within a gen er a tion with a high poten tial for
con tin ued growth beyond that. Unlike the issue
of pop u la tion decline and age ing, which is a
prob lem in many parts of urban Aus tra lia, the
urgent chal lenge in many regions with Indig e -
nous com mu ni ties will be how to house and
employ this young Indig e nous pop u la tion while
ensur ing that they will be able to access cost-effi -
cient trans port. Hence, eas ily obtained and cost-
effi cient energy will be critical to their future
success.
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Table 1 Esti mated Indig e nous pop u la tion of Aus tra lia: 30 June 2001

Jurisdiction Indig e nous pop u la tion
Pro por tion of

Indig e nous pop u la tion
Pro por tion of

juris dic tion pop u la tion

ACT 3,909 0.9% 1.2%

New South Wales 134,888 29.4% 2.0%

North ern Ter ri tory 56,875 12.5% 28.8%

Queensland 125,910 27.4% 3.5%

South Aus tra lia 25,544 5.6% 1.7%

Tas ma nia 17,384 3.8% 3.7%

Vic to ria 27,846 6.1% 0.6%

West ern Aus tra lia 65,931 14.4% 3.5%

Aus tra lia 458,520 100% 2.4%

Fig ure 5 Aus tra lian pop u la tion dis tri bu tion by age and sex

Source: ABS, 2004b.



Indig e nous peo ple’s attach ment to their land 
has resulted in the emer gence of a dis tinct
 settlement struc ture involv ing the for ma tion of
numer ous dis persed, small, and dis crete Indig e -
nous com mu ni ties. This is espe cially the case
in the NT, WA and the far north of South
 Australia (Cane & Stan ley, 1985) (Table 2).
These demo graphic fac tors have resulted in
unique  residential set tings among Indig e nous and 
non-Indig e nous pop u la tions liv ing in the desert
region. In 1996, only 26 per cent of desert Indig -
e nous peo ple lived in the four major inland
urban cen tres of the arid zone (Alice Springs,
Port Hedland, Kalgoorlie and Bro ken Hill), while 
the remain der lived in more remote areas (Tay -
lor, 1998). Tay lor (2002b, p. 7) reports that close 
to 30 per cent (nearly 25,000 peo ple) of the
Indig e nous pop u la tion liv ing in these remote and 
very remote regions live in com mu ni ties usu ally
num ber ing less than 200 peo ple (Table 2). The
future hous ing and infra struc ture require ments of 
small com mu ni ties in these remote areas are
acute, and they will face addi tional chal lenges
related to higher fuel prices that will affect food
prices and transport and construction costs.

Indigenous communities need

for power

While the focus of this paper has been on liq uid 
fuels and trans port, many remote Indig e nous
com mu ni ties across Aus tra lia lack con nec tion to
elec tri cal power grids or have inter mit tent grid
power. Of those con nected com mu ni ties 40 per
cent expe ri ence reg u lar sup ply inter rup tions (The 
Sen ate, 2000, p. 139). Small, remote com mu ni ties 
with pop u la tions of less than 50 peo ple use
home gen er a tors while the larger com mu ni ties
are more likely to use large, com mu nity die sel
gen er a tors or have access to the State power
grid. The ABS CHINS study found 133 Indig e -
nous com mu ni ties (10 per cent) all of which had 
pop u la tions of 50 or less had no electricity
supply (ABS, 1999, p. 17) (Table 3).

Like wise, a study in WA indi cated that 75
per cent of Indig e nous com mu ni ties rely on elec -
tric-pow ered bores for their water sup plies, 20
per cent have their water deliv ered by truck
while the remain der were con nected to a town
sup ply (DIA, 2004, p. 33). It is clear from these
 figures that most Indig e nous com mu ni ties in
remote Aus tra lia are reli ant on die sel fuels for
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Fig ure 6 Loca tion of arid and semi-arid regions of Aus tra lia
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their day-to-day elec tric ity to a greater extent
than else where. Elec tric ity is also used for water
pumps, house hold and work place appli ances,
and for the refrig er a tion of food and med i cal
sup plies, sug gest ing that a rise in fuel costs
increases Indigenous vulnerability.

Transport to access government
services

The main mode of trans port used in remote
Indig e nous com mu ni ties to access key gov ern -

ment and com mu nity ser vices are cars and/or
four-wheel drive vehi cles (SUV). Peo ple from
close to half of these com mu ni ties must travel
any where between one and four hours to reach
required ser vices, and 16 per cent of res i dents
report travel times in excess of five hours. Due
to vari able weather con di tions, road access to
and from var i ous com mu ni ties may be lim ited or 
even impos si ble to access for peri ods rang ing
from four or five, one week peri ods annu ally.
Thirty-seven com mu ni ties expe ri ence con tin u ous
peri ods of road clo sure last ing for up to three
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Table 2 Indig e nous com mu ni ties iso lated from ser vice cen tres, by set tle ment size

Settlement Remote Very Remote

Size Comm. % of Isol. Cty Pop. % Comm. % Pop. %

<19 71 6.7 642 0.8 484 45.9 4,841 6.1

20–49 34 3.2 915 1.2 241 22.8 7,235 9.2

50–99 4 0.4 250 0.3 65 6.2 4,331 5.5

100–199 6 0.6 750 1.0 42 4.0 5,868 7.4

200–499 7 0.7 1,785 2.3 70 6.6 21,915 27.8

500–999 3 0.3 1,650 2.1 13 1.2 9,373 11.9

>1,000 0 0.0  — 0.0 15 1.4 19,358 24.5

TOTAL 125 11.8 5,992 7.6 930 88.2 72,921 92.4

Source: Adapted from Tay lor, 2002b, p. 7.

Table 3 Indig e nous dis crete com mu ni ties — main source of elec tric ity sup ply
(by Com mu nity Size — All Com mu ni ties)

Type of electricity supply < 20 20–49 50–99 100–199 200>
Total
(a)

Reported
Pop u la tion

State grid 44 61 50 60 66 281 4,408

Com mu nity gen er a tors 85 70 30 33 81 299 50,990

Domes tic gen er a tors 241 89 12  — – 342 5,615

Solar 83 43 4 1 – 131 2,321

Solar hybrid 62 21 5 1 2 91 1,994

Other source 2 2 – 1 – 5 212

All com mu ni ties with an elec tric ity sup ply 517 286 101 96 149 1,149 108,540

No elec tric ity sup ply 118 13 1 1 – 133 1,378

All com mu ni ties* 644 299 102 97 149 1,291 109,994

* Includes ‘not stated’

Source: ABS, 1999, pp. 16–17.



months at a time and extreme weather con di -
tions such as floods. Trans port infra struc ture is a 
key to the sustainability of these remote com mu -
ni ties. West Aus tra lian Indig e nous MP, Ms.
Carol Mar tin, recently high lighted the prob lems
for her con stit u ents in the Kimberley (north-west 
WA) due to low road maintenance budgets and
the impact of higher fuel prices:

I would like to raise some issues regard ing 
the Dampier Pen in sula, par tic u larly the
Dampier Pen in sula road. This road is
approx i mately 110 years old. Orig i nally, it
was used by the monks to access the pen -
in sula. ... In the past cou ple of months
there has been increas ing con cern about
the freight ser vice. I have been speak ing
to Broome Freightlines, which spe cif i cally
ser vices that area. It said that the main te -
nance costs on its vehi cles is restrict ing its 
abil ity to oper ate. About three weeks ago
it upped the ante, and freight costs
increased by 20 per cent. The com mu nity
wore it, because there was not much it
could do about it. Norm Gar di ner, the
owner-oper a tor, rang my office and said
that the com mu nity had accepted the
increase in freight costs, but because of
the cost of main te nance on his trucks he
can no lon ger jus tify ser vic ing the com mu -
nity. He informed me that today would be 
the last day he would pro vide the ser vice.
... The rea son he can no lon ger pro vide
the ser vice is that the road is wreck ing his 

vehicles. (Hansard WA, 14 September
2006)

The con struc tion of a sealed road would
pos i tively pro mote Indig e nous eco nomic par tic i -
pa tion in the local pas to ral and pearling indus -
tries. In response, the Min is ter for Plan ning and
Infra struc ture reported to Par lia ment that the
cost of seal ing the 160 km of gravel road would
be about Aus$35 mil lion, an amount beyond the
local Shire of Broom coun cil’s resource base.
Such expe ri ences are likely typ i cal for many
remote com mu ni ties of north ern Aus tra lia.
Regret ta bly there are no gov ern ment attempts
being made to gather data from Indig e nous com -
mu ni ties con cern ing their reli ance on die sel for
trans port, or how much suit able infra struc ture
such as sealed roads would cost (Table 4).
Cheap die sel fuels are crit i cal to Indig e nous
com mu ni ties, and this reli ance is reinforced by
the travel data collected (Figure 7).

Indigenous health and access to
medical services

High fuel prices also impact on Indig e nous
health. The ABS reported that 895 (69%) of the 
1,291 dis crete Indig e nous com mu ni ties in Aus tra -
lia are located 100 km or more away from their
near est hos pi tal, and only 53 per cent of these
com mu ni ties have access to emer gency air med i -
cal ser vices (ABS, 2005, p. 182).8 Peo ple from
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Table 4 Fuel con sump tion per state of Aus tra lia, 2006

Vol ume (Mil lion Litres) Mar ket Share (per cent)

Auto Petro Auto Die sel Auto LPG Total Vol ume Auto Petro Auto Diesel Auto LPG

NSW 6,031.8 3,558.1 871.6 10,461.4 57.7 34.0 8.3

VIC 4,885.9 2,582.6 1,344.5 8,813.1 55.4 29.3 15.3

Queensland 4,249.9 4,573.9 342.9 9,166.7 46.4 49.9 3.7

SA 1,356.2 1,070.1 230.5 2,656.8 51.0 40.3 8.7

WA 1,891.6 3,230.7 172.3 5,294.6 35.7 61.0 3.3

TAS 464.3 350.0 18.4 832.6 55.8 42.0 2.2

NT 137.9 438.3 5.1 581.2 23.7 75.4 0.9

TOTAL 19,017.7 15,803.6 2,985.1 37,806.4 50.3 41.8 7.9

Source: WA, 2007, p. 41.



these com mu ni ties have to travel sig nif i cant
 distances to access what urban Aus tra lians con -
sider to be essen tial health ser vices. For exam -
ple, nearly half of the Indig e nous com mu ni ties
located in WA, SA and NT have to travel over
25 km to access health centres (see Figure 9).

Cultural maintenance and land
management

Finally, there is clear evi dence that these small
Indig e nous com mu ni ties con tinue to live on their 
tra di tional lands located in remote areas to
ensure her i tage and cul ture pro tec tion. For these 
com mu ni ties, trans port is essen tial if elders are
to con tinue edu cat ing youn ger com mu nity mem -
bers. For exam ple, Sullivan (1988, p. 43) reports
the “sud den and mas sive regional mobi li sa tion”

of Indig e nous peo ple attend ing a meet ing of the
Kimberley Land Coun cil (KLC), in a remote
loca tion, required a jour ney of two or three days 
each way, and that there is a strong cor re la tion
between the main te nance of a tra di tional life style 
and the reten tion of Indig e nous languages, as an 
example (Figure 10).

Despite the strong links to their tra di tional
lands, anec dotal evi dence sug gests that some
Aborig i nal peo ples from smaller com mu ni ties in
WA are leav ing their lands to live in larger set -
tle ments such as South Hedland. This is being
done to try to ease the bur den posed by die sel
prices that have risen by 30 per cent over an 18-
month period (Fig ures 11 and 12).

Infor ma tion pro vided by a WA gov ern ment
depart men tal offi cial dem on strates that the bud -
get for die sel in some remote Indig e nous com -
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Fig ure 7 Major Indig e nous com mu ni ties and their eco nomic and cul tural travel needs

Source: Tay lor, 2002b, p. 10.
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mu ni ties rose in 2006 from about 20 per cent of 

their annual main te nance bud get to over 80 per

cent. The result ing short fall in oper a tional rev e -

nue resulted in cost cut ting to meet bud get ary

require ments that neg a tively affected edu ca tion,

health ser vices, and infra struc ture main te nance.

Addi tional funds have been pro vided to Indig e -

nous com mu ni ties by the Aus tra lian gov ern ment, 
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Fig ure 9 Indig e nous access to health resources

Source: ABS, 2005, p. 182.

Fig ure 10 Remote ness and cul tural attach ment

Source: ABS, 2005, p. 6.



although these mon ies arrive with obli ga tions
to the com mu nity. In rela tion to the West ern
Desert, addi tional pow er house funds were pro -
vided to the Ngaanyatjarra Com mu nity (2005,
p. 7); but under their ‘mutual obli ga tions’, its
members were required to

l take steps to mini mise power con sump tion;
l pay power bills when pre sented;
l enter into arrange ments to set tle any out -

stand ing debts; and
l place no pres sure on staff or oth ers to pro -

vide power ser vices free of charge.
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Fig ure 11 Kimberley die sel prices (Jan. 2005 to Sept. 2006)

Note: See <www.fuelwatch.wa.gov.au/prices/dsp_hist_avg.cfm> (last accessed 30 Octo ber 2006).
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The Ngaanyatjarra Coun cil itself was
required to under take new ini tia tives such as the 
following:

l set a bench mark fee col lec tion rate of 100 per 
cent for all com mu nity mem bers;

l develop an edu ca tion pro gram aimed at
encour ag ing mem bers to save power and mini -
mise fuel costs; and

l imple ment the col lec tion of tar iffs in accor -
dance with the rates set by the Aus tra lian
gov ern ment.

Finally, die sel fuels are at the heart of
local com mu nity eco nomic devel op ment ven tures
as Indig e nous lead ers attempt to gen er ate the
funds required to stay on their lands. In one
instance, tour ism was pro moted as an eco nomic
devel op ment mea sure in the Kimberley Nat u ral
Resource Man age ment plan (2004, p. 93); how -
ever, the suc cess of such ven tures would be
depend ent on afford able fuel inputs. Ris ing costs 
and price fluctuations would make it dif fi cult to
become and remain com pet i tive with the local
and  overseas tour ist expe ri ences.9 Pastoralism is
another impor tant sec tor for Indig e nous employ -
ment. Baker (2000) shows that the fuel costs of
pas to ral prop er ties in the NT aver aged about
$57,000 per annum, or about 10 per cent of
their total annual expen di tures. This fig ure is
con sid er ably higher than properties in other less-
remote jurisdictions.

POSSIBLE ALTERNATE SOLUTIONS

In urban areas, gov ern ments have a wide range
of ‘de mand-side’ solu tions that can assist driv ers
deal with higher fuel prices such as greater reli -
ance upon pub lic trans port. In remote Aus tra lia,
gov ern ments must focus on ‘sup ply-side’ solu -
tions. These pos si ble solu tions include:

i) Alter nate fuel sources to replace die sel;
ii) Con vinc ing the State and Aus tra lian gov -

ern ments to ‘sub si dise’ the future use of
crude-based die sel fuels;

iii) Clos ing down the remote com mu ni ties and
mov ing res i dents to larger cen tres.10

Alter na tive two was pro posed by the
Remote Area Plan ning and Devel op ment Board
(RAPAD) in a recent sub mis sion to a Sen ate
inquiry into Aus tra lia’s petrol prices in north ern

Queensland, which is respon si ble for an area of
385,000 sq km, encom pass ing 17 towns in 11
local gov ern ment areas.11 In sup port of the pro -
posal, the Mayor of Winton Shire pro posed a
reduc tion or abo li tion of the Fed eral fuel excise
(38¢ per litre) and the Goods and Ser vices Tax
(about 10–13¢ per litre) on fuel sales as a way
of sup port ing the sus tain able devel op ment of
remote Aus tra lia.12 Nei ther of the major Aus tra -
lian polit i cal par ties appeared to sup port the
pro posal, espe cially given the arbi trage oppor tu -
ni ties it opens for those liv ing on either side of
a bound ary sep a rat ing areas with dif fer ent fuel
taxes. This neg a tive response begs the ques tion:
If gov ern ments refuse to sub si dise fuel use in
remote Aus tra lia, what types of eco nomic activ i -
ties are required to gen er ate the required fund -
ing needed to ame lio rate the influ ence of ris ing
fuel costs and fluc tu at ing prices? Evi dence col -
lected from the Road and Auto mo bile Club of
WA dur ing the Sen ate inquiry indi cated that
tour ism to remote Aus tra lia (and hence income
for these com mu ni ties) was already suffering due 
to the present rise in diesel prices over the past
three years:

Sen a tor WEBBER — Recently there was some
pub lic ity look ing at price being a deter mi nant for 
the change of behav iour and about how fewer
peo ple are driv ing east across the Nullar bor and
how the roadhouses are really strug gling to make 
a quid. Are you aware of those reports? They
are say ing they are hardly get ting any pass ing
vehi cles these days.

Mr Moir (RACWA) — We do not track vehi cle
move ments like that, but anecdotally we hear
the same sto ries as you. We hear that the tour -
ism mar ket in the north-west, which is largely
depend ent on pas sen ger or pri vate trans port, is
suf fer ing at the moment because of the fuel
prices. With respect to the ‘grey nomads’, as
they are referred to, the retired tour ists, anec -
dotally we hear that their num bers are drop ping
off because of fuel prices.13

These posi tions were con firmed by another wit -
ness appear ing before the Inquiry, this time from 
Queensland:

Coun cil lor Col lins (Mayor, Winton Shire) — 
Total vis i tor num bers have been declin ing in
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what we call the out back region, which actu ally
runs, out side of the RAPAD Board area, from
the New South Wales bor der at Cunnamulla in
the west, north to Mount Isa and Rich mond and 
Hugh en den. The out back region cov ers about
two-thirds of Queensland. In that area there has
been a gen eral decline — I think it [the reduc -
tion] is in the order of about three or four per
cent a year for the last four or five years.14

It appears that com mu ni ties in these remote 
areas can main tain their cus toms and life styles
only by con vinc ing the Aus tra lian gov ern ment
to develop alter nate fuel sources. Com mu ni ties
located in north Aus tra lia would ben e fit from
the devel op ment of trans port fuels based on
 liquid nat u ral gas (LNG) or com pressed nat u ral
gas (CNG), devel oped as part of the fuel devel -
op ments occur ring in the North-West Shelf and
Timor Sea regions. Most exist ing large die sel
engines can be appro pri ately mod i fied although
this would require local fuel ling out lets to make
any where from $50–100,000 in mod i fi ca tions.
This should not be seen as an insur mount able
cost given the alter nate cost of hous ing and car -
ing for peo ple in rap idly grow ing cen tres, such
as Alice Springs, if remote com mu ni ties were
forced to close. The devel op ment of a local
LNG/CNG indus try could also offer new train -
ing and employ ment oppor tu ni ties for Indigenous 
workers to support this change in fuel supplies.

Another pos si ble alter nate fuel source is
biodiesel. The WA gov ern ment is pres ently
explor ing the pol icy issues sur round ing this
option via a Taskforce which is due to report in
mid-2007 (ABC, 2006). Biodiesel has advan tages
over other biofuels, such as eth a nol, for it can
be devel oped from agri cul tural waste in small,
cost-effi cient local plants (e.g., sugar waste from
the Ord River scheme in the Kimberleys). The
WA Farm ers Fed er a tion is cur rently inves ti gat ing 
a plan to develop a net work of regional biodiesel 
plants based on a coop er a tive model. It is antic i -
pated that each plant would pro duce between
20–25 mil lion litres of fuel annu ally. An alter na -
tive biodiesel source to agri cul tural waste could
be obtained by plant ing and har vest ing the ‘die -
sel tree’, or copaifera langsdorfii. It is esti mated
a one hect are plan ta tion could pro duce 12,000
litres of fuel a year — enough to make a small
farm self-suf fi cient in fuel (SMH, 2006). The
 economics of such an alter nate fuel relies on

trans port dis tances being less than those for
 traditional die sel and petrol sup plies. Again,
the development of a local biodiesel indus try
in remote and regional Aus tra lia could also
offer new train ing and employ ment oppor tu ni ties 
for the growing number of young Indigenous
workers.

CONCLUSION

This paper argued that anal y ses must be con -
ducted into the vul ner a bil ity of remote Indig e -
nous com mu ni ties’ depend ence on cheap fuel
sup plies that are ris ing and dem on strate vol a tile
price changes. Their con tin ued exis tence relies
on reg u lar flows of low-cost die sel and petro -
leum fuels to sup port nearly all essen tial com mu -
nity infra struc ture and func tions. The shift in
recent decades from lim ited regional travel and
use of local resources for fuel to a reli ance on
hydro car bons pres ents a sig nif i cant chal lenge as
the effects of ‘peak oil’ in Aus tra lia are imposed. 
The future sustainability of remote set tle ments
will require con sid er able future research efforts
to quan tify the real sit u a tion, to con sult with
com mu nity mem bers and to eval u ate ways to
reduce the depend ence on oil-derived fuels, or
its replace ment by biodiesel. Such issues are
not specific to Aus tra lian Aborig i nal pop u la tion.
Cunningham (1999), for exam ple, describes the
plight of First Nations in the Yukon try ing to
develop and main tain an air-based medi vac pro -
gram. Sim i larly, Suppiah et al. (2003) describe
how basic func tions such as gar bage col lec tion
in remote Brit ish Colum bia First Nations com -
mu ni ties can be hin dered by lack of funds and
road trans port. In Aus tra lia, some solu tions are
emerg ing in WA at least, but they will require
sev eral years before we are able to mea sure
their results or to pro duce the required lev els of 
biofuel at a cost-effi cient price. The dan ger of
unchecked fuel costs could impede regional eco -
nomic devel op ments in regional and remote
Australia leading to an exodus of young men
and women from their traditional lands.

NOTES

1.  This remote region is home to 11 small Indig e -
nous com mu ni ties and in 2004 these com mu ni ties
were granted native title over an area of about
188,000 sq km. Online: <www.nntt.gov.au/media/
Ngaanyatjarra.html>.
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Appen dix A OPEC Oil Pro duc tion (as at Jan u ary 2007, thou sand bar rels per day)

7/01/2005 Jan-07

OPEC 10 Quota Pro duc tion Capac ity Sur plus Capac ity

Alge ria 894 1,360 1,430 70

Indo ne sia 1,451 860 860 0

Iran 4,110 3,700 3,750 50

Kuwait 2,247 2,500 2,600 100

Libya 1,500 1,650 1,700 50

Nige ria 2,306 2,250 2,250 0

Qatar 726 810 850 40

Saudi Ara bia 9,099 8,800 10,500–11,000 1,700–2,200

United Arab Emirates 2,444 2,500 2,600 100

Ven e zuela 3,223 2,340 2,450 110

OPEC 10 28,000 26,770 28,990–29,490 2,220–2,720

Other Liq uids 4,305

Source: Table 3a. <http://www.eia.doe.gov/emeu/steo/pub/3atab.html> (Energy Infor ma tion Admin is tra tion/
Short-Term Energy Out look — Feb ru ary 2007).

Appen dix B Global Sur plus Oil Pre dic tion (U.S. Depart ment of Energy, 2007)

Source: Short-Term Energy Out look, Feb ru ary 2007 <http://www.eia.doe.gov/emeu/steo/pub/gifs/
Slide13.gif>



2. In early 2007, Aus$1 is worth approx i mately
US$0.78 [online].

3. See <www.indig e nous.gov.au/rpa/wa/warpanov0501. 
pdf> (last accessed 30 Octo ber 2006).

4. These fig ures for ‘oil’ includes the pro duc tion
of other liq uid hydro car bons such as eth a nol,
bitu men and liq uids con den sates from the pro duc -
tion of nat u ral gas. IEA — Inter na tional Energy
Agency in Geneva and EIA — U.S. Depart ment
of Energy, Energy Infor ma tion Agency, Wash ing -
ton, D.C.

5. See <www.aph.gov.au/Sen ate/com mit tee/rrat_ctte/
oil_sup ply/sub mis sions/sublist.htm>.

6. See <www.aihw.gov.au/indig e nous/>.
7. The arid zone amounts to 3.5 mil lion km2, or 45

per cent of the Aus tra lian land mass (Tay lor,
2002, p. 4).

8. This pro por tion is likely to be now lower with the 
clo sure of AAS in Alice Springs, reported above.

9. Roarty and Bar ber (2004, p. 3) list the fol low ing
rea sons why coun try petrol prices tend to be
higher than met ro pol i tan prices: “A coun try
 service sta tion typ i cally sells less than half the
amount of fuel of a met ro pol i tan ser vice sta -
tion. Hence there is less oppor tu nity to reduce
the oper at ing mar gin on fuel sales tak ing into
con sid er ation the over all via bil ity of the busi ness.
Addi tion ally there is higher dis tri bu tion costs
asso ci ated with coun try retail out lets. Fur ther -
more, there are gen er ally lower sales of higher
profit non-fuel items in the country.”

10. Alter na tive three will not be explored here, but
there are many influ en tial stake holders who are
already pur su ing it as a ‘so lu tion’ to other Indig e -
nous issues such as com mu nity vio lence. This
includes influ en tial jour nal ist Nich o las Roth well
from The Aus tra lian (2006a; 2006b) and the then-
Min is ter for Indig e nous Affairs, Hon. Amanda
Vanstone (2005) who threat ened “All Aus tra lians
liv ing in remote areas of the coun try have less
access to ser vices.... Per haps we need to explic itly
draw a line on the level of ser vice that can be
provided to homeland settlements.”

11. See <www.aph.gov.au/Sen ate/com mit tee/eco nom ics 
_ctte/petrol_price/sub mis sions/sub43.pdf>.

12. See <www.aph.gov.au/hansard/sen ate/commttee/S9691. 
pdf>, p. E29.

13. See <http://www.aph.gov.au/hansard/sen ate/commttee/
S9623.pdf>, p. E36.

14. Ibid., p. E33.
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