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About PICC

As the peak representative body for the 
Western Australian resources sector the 
chamber of minerals and energy of Western 
Australia (cme) facilitates and supports the 
Pilbara industry’s community council (Picc). 

Picc is a collaborative forum that provides bhP billiton  
iron ore, chevron Australia, fortescue metals Group,  
rio tinto iron ore and Woodside energy limited with the 
opportunity to work with the federal, state and local 
governments, as well as Pilbara communities, to address 
specific priorities. 

one priority is the development of a shared vision and 
strategy in relation to the sustainability of Pilbara towns. 

Picc has undertaken a number of significant and 
innovative projects over the past several years including: 

• the development of the Pilbara health initiative; 

• a review of education in the Pilbara; 

• the creation of guiding principles for the integration  
of fifo workers with local communities; and 

• population and employment projections for the region.

for more information on these other projects, please visit 
the cme website. 

www.cmewa.com
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Chief Executive’s Foreword

Planning for the future development of Pilbara communities 
has always been a challenge, particularly when planning  
is so heavily dependent on anticipating the pace of growth  
of the resource sector and its impact on population. 

With this in mind, Picc works to ensure it is providing  
a full picture of resources sector growth, to assist  
government in understanding the likely need for services  
and infrastructure, and to enable better planning and  
delivery outcomes in the Pilbara.

Picc began developing these projections because it was 
concerned that the Australian bureau of statistics (Abs) 
estimates were not accurately reflecting the rapid growth  
in the Pilbara as a result of resources sector development. 

to address this concern, studies based on publicly-available 
data, were commissioned in 2008 and 2010, to assess the 
impact of the resources sector workforce on the Pilbara 
population. 

these projections have proved extremely valuable to industry 
and government, and continue to be used as an important 
baseline for planning and investment decisions.

this new study uses company employment plans to project 
the expected increase in the Pilbara population. the extent 

to which this demand forecast converts into the residential 
population will depend on supply side constraints. 

the extreme cost of land and housing, lower levels of 
accessible and quality education and health care, amenity  
and different lifestyle factors all affect the desirability of 
moving to and living and working in the Pilbara. 

this survey shows a strong and positive outlook for the 
resources sector in the Pilbara and reflects the current 
transitional changes taking place, as significant construction 
projects move into operational phases and the workforce 
changes accordingly. short-term construction roles begin 
to withdraw and are replaced by long-term, sustainable 
operational roles.

these factors, in turn, will deliver a steady increase in 
residentially-based employment and a growing requirement 
for land and housing for resource sector employees and the 
increasing service worker population and their families.

The strength and accuracy of these projections relies on  
the provision of commercial-in-confidence information  
by PICC member companies and we thank them for  
their continued contribution and support.

these forecasts present a range between a 
conservative estimate of ‘expected growth’ and 
‘potential growth’ for population in the Pilbara. 
the actual level of growth will fall somewhere  
in between. how much of the ‘potential growth’  
is reached will depend on our collective ability  
to remove the barriers for people and businesses 
to move to the Pilbara and the choices exercised 
by resource sector employees. 

❛ ❛



The study

this Pilbara Population and employment  
study provides an integrated outlook for  
the Pilbara until 2020, with an important  
link to forecasting consequent land and  
housing needs of the growing population.

Pricewaterhousecoopers (Pwc) was engaged  
by the cme, on behalf of Picc, to conduct the  
Pilbara Population and employment study 2012. 

this study builds and improves upon the 2008  
and 2010 Picc studies by: 

• revising and updating the methodology, including  
applying probability weighting and using updated 
multipliers; 

• reflecting companies’ latest growth plans through  
a direct survey of Picc member companies; and 

• using the 2011 census data as a starting point  
for population growth and dwelling numbers. 

the study has been achieved by developing a demand 
forecast and identifying key supply constraints that  
will restrict the extent to which this demand is fulfilled. 

cme and Picc are pleased to have partnered  
with Pwc on this project.

the Picc Population and employment Projections  
have become the recognised standard, with the 2010 
projections being included in the state Government’s  
Pilbara Planning and infrastructure framework 2012. 

this report focuses on the larger population centres 
of Port hedland, karratha and newman, where the  
majority of growth will take place. onslow is also  
looked at closely, given the significant new  
development being experienced there. 

With the exception of Wickham, which is continuing  
to grow to support port and rail expansion at cape  
lambert, the projections for other smaller inland  
towns such as tom Price, Paraburdoo and Pannawonica 
remain consistent with the projections from the 2010  
report. these towns are not specifically examined in 
this report, however, they are incorporated in the  
breakdowns by local Government region.

this new and more detailed work delivers a clearer picture 
of future growth and its implications, and provides a more 
meaningful context that will assist decision-making. 

finally, this study builds upon Picc’s continuing work to 
support local communities, including the recently released 
document ‘A matter of choice: capturing the fifo opportunity 
in Pilbara communities’, which developed guiding principles 
for integrating fifo workforces with local communities. 
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Realistic growth

the report sets out a range of growth scenarios 

based on alternative assumptions. We believe 

that the most realistic population projections 

are those that apply a probability weighting to 

growth plans, and do not assume any indirect 

impact on the local economy from fifo workers.

companies’ growth plans are expressed either on an  

all projects basis, where all plans proceed, or on a 

Weighted basis, where each growth project is assigned  

a probability of proceeding to operations. While we 

believe that the Weighted case is the most realistic,  

we show the all projects case for consistency with past 

Picc studies and to demonstrate the scale of growth plans.

the effect of fifo employment growth on nearby towns is 

a key assumption. We believe that applying a full indirect 

multiplier to fifo workers reflects the size of the potential 

for population growth if barriers to living in the Pilbara 

were fully removed. in the current supply-constrained 

environment an assumption of no indirect effects from 

fifo employment growth is likely to be more realistic.
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Employment 

the workforce required to meet current growth plans  
for the resources sector in the Pilbara is expected to  
peak at just over 65,500 in 2014, up from over 51,000  
in 2011 - an increase of 28.4 per cent.

the construction workforce will begin to slowly drop  
away after 2012, finally falling below 2011 levels in  
2015. the operations workforce will see sustained  
growth through to 2020.

total resource sector employment is anticipated  
to settle at around 55,000 from 2018. 

At a local government area level, total employment  
is forecast to decline to 2020 in the shire of Ashburton  
and shire of roebourne as current major construction 
projects are completed. however, this fall is offset  
by growth in employment in the town of Port hedland  
and shire of east Pilbara.

Construction

the construction workforce will peak at 27,300 this year, 
and will then begin to fall. construction workforce numbers 
are forecast to remain above 2011 levels until 2015.

by 2020, the construction workforce will be nearly  
17,000 lower than 2011 levels. 

however, the construction outlook is generally limited  
to six to eight years, and there is potential for projects 
that are not currently in detailed planning to commence 
construction in the later part of the decade.

Operations

in contrast to the construction workforce, the operations 
workforce is expected to grow steadily until 2020. 

this sustained growth is a result of a succession of  
long-life projects moving into their operational phase  
over the next decade. 

the operational workforce in 2020 is expected to be  
around 51,600, an increase of 63.3 per cent when 
compared to an operational workforce of 31,600 in 2011.
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Residential

there will be a steady and sustained increase in the Pilbara 
residential resource sector workforce as construction activity 
turns to operations.

by 2014 there will be a further 1,600 resource sector workers 
living in the Pilbara, totalling approximately 8,000 workers on 
a weighted basis. 

this number will continue to grow to 9,100 in 2020,  
compared to 6,400 in 2011, an increase of 42 per cent.

FIFO

the majority of new employment is fly-in fly-out (fifo), and  
it continues to be the dominant workforce type in the Pilbara.

the use of fifo for operations varies markedly by region.  
the entire construction workforce is expected and  
considered to be fifo.

in 2020, fifo workers are expected to comprise approximately 
43,000 of the 51,600 total operational workers. 
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Population

resource sector employment is the major population 
driver for the Pilbara. 

the Pilbara accounts for 35 per cent of the state’s  
resource sector workforce, but has consistently  
accounted for only two per cent of the state’s  
population over the last decade.

the Abs census 2011 reports that there were nearly 
60,000 people living in the Pilbara.

based on member company forecasts for employment 
growth, the Pilbara population is expected to grow by 
between 12,700 and 16,300 on a weighted basis.

this suggests a total Pilbara population of between 
72,600 and 76,200 by 2020.

Pilbara Housing and 
Accommodation 

based on the projected population, there will be a 
significant increase in housing demand in the Pilbara.

from the 2011 census base of 20,700 private dwellings, 
there is anticipated to be demand for a further 4,395 to 
5,640 dwellings until 2020.

this would represent growth of between 21.2 per cent 
and 27.2 per cent in total, or between 2.2 per cent and 
2.7 per cent per annum until 2020.

there will be a significant increase in demand for camp 
beds, particularly in the east Pilbara. of the 50,400 camp 
beds presently available, around 20,400 are in the east 
Pilbara. We forecast a demand for an additional 19,000 
beds required by 2015 on a weighted basis.

fifo villages will continue to serve an important role 
in providing high-quality accommodation and services.
Where located close to established communities they 
play a role in integrating fifo workforces with the local 
community and stakeholders.
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Source: ABS 3218.0 Regional Population Growth, Australia,
CME Pilbara Population and Employment Study 2012
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proJEctED pILbara popuLatIoN

Source: ABS 3218.0 Regional Population Growth, Australia,
CME Pilbara Population and Employment Study 2012
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Source: CME Pilbara Population and Employment Study 2012
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supply Constraints to growth

supply constraints are likely to slow the  
growth of the population in the Pilbara  
relative to the growth in demand.

the most pressing supply constraint is a shortage of 
residential housing coupled with housing costs being 
significantly higher than those in larger population centres.

each town has its own outlook, but they all share some 
common features, including:

• very high housing costs (purchase price and rental rates);

• a current shortage of residential housing and lack  
of diversity of choice;

• challenges in releasing land and developing  
residential housing.
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Recommendations  
for stakeholders

relentlessly pursue affordable housing and land  
in the Pilbara. 

• continue to build on the program of land release  
and land development to increase the supply of 
housing in the Pilbara and reduce housing and  
rental costs. substantial land release is needed  
as quickly as possible, followed by consistent  
release of lands over the next decade.

• explore innovative housing solutions to lower  
building costs.

• increase the availability of affordable service  
worker accommodation to support the development  
of a non-resource sector workforce that will help build  
a broader local economy and support local business.

• Accept that there is an ongoing role for fifo, driven 
largely by employee preference, which meets an 
operational need for resource projects, but also takes 
pressure off the housing market and community services.

• continue to develop and release land for industrial  
and light industrial use, to support expansion, and 
growth of new businesses. 

recognise that improved health and education  
services in the Pilbara are highest order priorities  
and invest in them accordingly. these services are 
significant factors for workers and their families when 
deciding if they will move, live or stay in the Pilbara. 

continue to establish a high level of social and  
community services across the region, to support  
a diverse and vibrant community and environment. 
expand the economic diversity of the key population 
centres to be able to offer access to rewarding 
employment and new business opportunities.

develop an implementation plan for the Pilbara Planning 
and infrastructure framework that clearly discerns the 
major infrastructure priorities for investment, and the 
timeframe to deliver them.

Picc considers that through these efforts we 
can build strong and sustainable communities 
where people want to live, and ensure that  
the investment we make together endures  
to provide a lasting benefit for the people  
of the Pilbara.

Looking Forward

A massive amount of planning, investment  
and work is taking place in the Pilbara.  
it is imperative that we seize the opportunity 
to turn these actions into first-rate outcomes.  
the projections contained in this report provide 
a baseline of information that government and 
industry can use to prepare for this substantial 
new expansion. 

this report has also identified the major supply side 
constraints that are restricting population growth, which 
need to be addressed to facilitate further development.
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