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Executive S ummary 
 
Regional Development Australia Midwest Gascoyne (RDAMWG) welcomes the Indian Ocean Territories 
(IOT) in their alignment with RDAMWG. This Regional Plan has been developed as a discussion paper 
to assist the RDAMWG and IOT communities in their consideration of the opportunities that the 
alignment presents. 
 
Australiaôs Indian Ocean Territories comprises Christmas Island (CI) and Cocos (Keeling) Islands (CKI). 
 
Christmas Island is located in the Indian Ocean, 380 km south of Java and 2,650 km north-west of Perth. 
The nearest point on the Australian mainland is Northwest Cape, approximately 1,565 kilometres to the 
south-east. The Island has an area of 135 square kilometres. 
 
The main economic activities on Christmas Island are mining of low grade phosphate, limited tourism, 
the provision of Government services and, more recently, the construction and operation of the 
Immigration Detention Centre. The Government sector includes administration, health, education, 
policing, customs, quarantine and defence. 
 
Following the Second World War Christmas Island came under the jurisdiction of the new British Colony 
of Singapore. Before its transfer to the Australian jurisdiction from 1 January 1958, the Island existed as 
a separate Crown colony, its transfer to Australia was finalised on 1 October 1958. That date is still 
celebrated on the first Monday in October as Territory Day. 
 
The Christmas Island Act 1958, administered by the Department of Regional Australia, Regional 
Development and Local Government on behalf of the Minister for Regional Australia, Regional 
Development and Local Government, provides the legislative basis for the Territory's administrative, 
legislative and judicial system. The Minister is responsible for the State-level services in the Territory. 
 
The Cocos (Keeling) Islands are located in the Indian Ocean 2,950 kilometres north-west of Perth and 
3,700 kilometres west of Darwin. There are twenty-seven coral islands in the group with a total land area 
of approximately 14 square kilometres. 
 
Apart from North Keeling Island, which is 30km from the main group, the Islands form a horseshoe- 
shaped atoll surrounding a lagoon. North Keeling Island was declared a National Park in 1995 and is 
administered by Parks Australia. 
 
Economic activity on the Cocos (Keeling) Islands is limited, with the public sector providing the majority 
of the employment, through administration, education, health and local government services. The largest 
private sector activity is the provision of services to the community, often under contract to the Australian 
Government. Small businesses provide a range of goods and services including accommodation, 
tourism, and workshop/mechanical services, gardening and cleaning. 
 
The Cocos Islands Cooperative Society Ltd is the main employer of Cocos Malays (along with the Shire 
Council) and is responsible for management of a supermarket on West Island and the current public 
transport service on behalf of the Australian Government. 
 
The tourism industry on the Cocos (Keeling) Islands is modest and slowly expanding. Current limitations 
on the industry are due to the small number of tourist beds available on West Island and the frequency of 
air services to and from the Islands. 
 
 
 
 



 
 

The Cocos (Keeling) Islands became an Australian Territory in 1955. The Cocos (Keeling) Islands Act 
1955, administered by the Minister for Regional Australia, Regional Development and Local 
Government, provides the legislative basis for the Territory's administrative, legislative and judicial 
systems. In 1984 the Cocos (Keeling) Island community voted in favour of integration with Australia in an 
Act of Self Determination supervised by the United Nations. At this time the Australian Government gave 
a commitment to the people of the Cocos (Keeling) Islands to respect their religious beliefs, traditions 
and culture. 
 
The Territories Law Reform Act 1992 amended the Cocos (Keeling) Islands Act 1955 to apply various 
Commonwealth Acts and the law of the State of Western Australia to the Territory. This introduced a 
contemporary body of Australian law and was a major step in extending to the residents of the Territory 
the same rights responsibilities and obligations as enjoyed by their fellow Australians. 
 
Local Government legislation based on that of Western Australia applies to both Islands and was 
introduced in 1992. The two Shire Councils has similar responsibilities to a local government on the 
Australian mainland. 
 
State-level Government is replicated by the Australian Government and the Minister responsible for 
Territories. An Administrator, appointed by the Governor-General, represents the Minister in the Indian 
Ocean Territories and resides on Christmas Island. The Administrator is the most senior Australian 
Government representative. The Administrator is based on Christmas Island. 
 

Recent Events 
 
Currently the communities of the IOT have a sense of being cast adrift from Australia, being so isolated 
and powerless to influence the outcome of their own destiny. Several events particularly on Christmas 
Island have undermined the communities confidence in its future. The events include the establishment 
of the CI Detention Centre and its management by the Department of Immigration, Detention Centre 
riots, the asylum seeker boat tragedy in December 2010 and the landing of asylum seekers on CKI in 
May 2011. The IOT are seeking direction from the Australian Government of its long term vision for the 
IOT. 
 
The CI Detention Centre has had significant positive and negative impacts on the IOT including: 
stimulation of the economy, with increased employment opportunities and capital investment; the by 
asylum seeker riots, protests, the boat disaster and associated community unrest, the creation of an 
image of the Island as an undesirable location; housing and accommodation shortages and significantly 
inflated prices for commodities and services due to ever increasing demand from detention centre 
workers  
 
Note: In the long term the significant investment in creating new accommodation on the islands will 
assist the tourism industry should the detention centre wind down. 
 
An initial overview of the IOT by the RDAMWG revealed that the communities have been unclear about 
the Australian Governmentôs vision for the IOT.  A review of Government documentation could only find 
the following as a reference to the Government Vision for the territories: 
 
The Attorney General Department has previously used the following strategic direction in the Australian 
Government budget Papers: 
 
Territories 
Ensure that the residents of Australiaôs non-self-governing and external territories have access 
to the same rights, protections and essential services enjoyed in other Australian communities, 
with a focus on facilitating economic development and financial sustainability. 
 



 
 

The IOT communities and RDAWMG are aware that the Australian Government formed a whole of 
Government Task Force to report on the Environmental and Economic Sustainability of the IOT. Also in 
March 2010 the Joint Standing Committee on the National Capital and External Territories Inquiry 
released its report into the changing economic environment in the IOT. 
 
A clear statement of the Governmentôs Vision and intentions with respect to the IOT would promote and 
bolster community confidence in a sustainable future for the territories. It would also help to guide current 
Australian Government programs and policies on operational matters such as immigration, quarantine, 
national parks and climate change, as some examples. 
 
As the Australian Government has a more direct responsibility to the IOT in areas a State Government 
would normally undertake and because of their isolation from the mainland it is considered important that 
the Australian Government develops a clear Vision for the IOT communities, either collectively or 
individually, such that the communities can work towards a common future. 
 
Once the Australian Government announces the IOT Vision, RDAMWG will be in a better position to 
work with the community on their vision and mission for the territory. 
 

1.1 What is Regional Australia 
 
Regional Development Australia (RDA) is a national network of 55 committees made up of local leaders 
who work with all levels of government, business and community groups to support the development of 
their regions. 
This Australian Government initiative brings together all levels of government to support the 
development of regional Australia. It is funded by the Australian Government and by state, territory and 
local governments in some jurisdictions. It is administered by the Department of Regional Australia, 
Regional Development and Local Government. 
 

1.2 Core principles 
 
Regional Development Australia (RDA) committee members are local people developing local solutions 
to local issues. They build partnerships to develop strategies and deliver sustainable infrastructure and 
services to their regions. 
They also work with each other to identify issues that cross regions. 
 
As the regional development voice of their communities, RDA committees: 
 

¶ consult and engage with communities 

¶ promote and participate in regional programs and initiatives 

¶ provide information and advice on their region to all levels of government, and 

¶ support informed regional planning. 

 
Each RDA committee has developed a Regional Plan which outlines priorities for the region and guides 
them in growing and strengthening their communities. 
 

  



 
 

1.3 Roles and responsibilities of RDA  
 
RDA committees have been asked to provide the following roles and responsibilities: 
 

¶ develop regional plans which describe the region, its attributes, industry and employment base 

and key advantages, and set out the economic, environmental and social vision for the region, 

articulate the drivers of change, identify strengths, weaknesses and opportunities, and list 

priorities for action 

¶ provide advice on funding opportunities available to regional communities from the Australian, 

state and territory governments 

¶ contribute to planning processes with other regional stakeholders, including local government 

¶ conduct workshops to build the skills that businesses and community organisations need such as 

succession planning for small organisations, developing governance skills, writing successful 

grant submissions and contract management 

¶ research particular issues or areas, identifying issues and driving change 

¶ develop and implement solutions that address the region's needs 

¶ hold regional forums on key issues affecting their regions, and  

¶ help the region to attract new industry and investment. 

 
 

  


