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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 communityôs 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. 

 
 

  



 
 

Regional Snapshot  
 

Christmas Island 
 

Topography 
The island consists of a central plateau rising to 
250m in the east and 150m in the west, with 
several high points 360m above sea level. Much of 
the coast consists of 10ï20m-high sheer cliffs, with 
a few small sandy beaches. The main moorage is 
at Flying Fish Cove. The ground is porous but 
there is ample fresh water from springs. 
 

Population 
Approximately 2000, population density 10 per sq 
km (2007); mostly of Chinese descent, with 
European and Malay minorities. There is no 
indigenous population. Buddhists 36%, Muslims 
25%, Christians 18%. 
Current Department of Immigration Detention 
Centre clients number around 800. 
 

Economy 
Mining and exporting some 700,000 tonnes p.a. of 
phosphate to South-East Asia and the Australian 
mainland is the main and stable economic activity. 
The mining company is 40%-owned by Christmas 
Islanders. Phosphate Resources Ltd pays a 
conservation levy to the Australian Government for 
rehabilitation and conservation purposes. The 
Government uses these funds on rehabilitation and 
conservation purposes beyond the existing mining 
leases. 
 
Environmental controls are in force, and rainforest 
clearing is prohibited. 
 
The island also offers specialist diving and fishing 
holidays and eco-tourism. 
 
The detention Facilities; the Australian 
Government via Attorney Generals Dept and 
National Parks Australia are major employers on 
the Island. 
 

Cocos Keeling Islands 

 

Topography 

The islands are flat and low-lying. The northern 
part of the main atoll, which surrounds a lagoon, 
has anchorage, but navigation is difficult. 
 

Population 
600 population density 43 per sq km (2007); the 
population of Home Island (about two-thirds of the 
total) is mostly of Malay heritage, and West Island 
of Australian descent. Muslims 80%, others 20%. 
 

Economy 
There is local fishing and domestic cultivation of 
vegetables, bananas and pawpaws, but the islands 
are not self-sufficient in food. 
The major industry is tourism and Government 
services. The Quarantine Station has closed. 
 

 
  



 
 

Background 
 
The Indian Ocean Territories (IOT) are isolated communities reliant on air and sea transport services for 
the provision or the necessities of life to the communities. Christmas Island is approximately 2300km 
from Perth, with the Cocos Keeling another 900Km west from Christmas Island. 
 
The Islands are managed by the Department of Regional Australia (DoRA) of the Australian 
Government, with Local Governments in place on each Island providing WA Local Government services 
and other  services are provided  from 36 service agreements  with WA government agencies (as WA 
legislation is often applied) and policed by the Australian Federal Police.  
 
The Office of Administrator of the IOTs as head of Government on the island was established on 1 May 
1968 through an ordinance which provided that appointment be made by the Governor-General. The 
Administrator of the IOTs, Mr Brian Lacy, is the Governmentôs senior representative and resides on 
Christmas Island. 
The main industry on Christmas Island (CI) has been phosphate mining and, until recently, it was the 
major source of employment. The development of the Immigration Detention Centre has replaced 
phosphate mining as the major source of employment. 
 
The Phosphate Mining has a limited life because of limited resource access due to the decision of the 
Australian Government to refuse additional mining leases on the Island for reasons of conservation. The 
companyôs current Christmas Island mining lease tenure until 4 February 2019 over 2054 hectares is 
unaffected by the decision. Exploration and drilling to date on the tenements confirms that under current 
commercial parameters existing production levels can be viably sustained for at least a further five years.  
The company has made significant contributions to community project funding. 
 
The Development of the Christmas Island Immigrations Detention Centre (IDC) has seen a significant 
increase in employment with the creation of approximately 400 new jobs in the IOT in the past 15 
months and a recent survey on employment needs for the IOT for the next 12-15 months indicates a 
further 150+ new jobs could be required. There were 79 apprentices and trainees in the Indian Ocean 
Group Training system, the largest number ever.   
 
Lack of housing has been a significant issue during the past 12 months and through the support of the 
Economic Development Officer (EDO) and IOT Economic Development Fund a private housing 
developer and real estate office is now on CI and an Accommodation Needs Assessment has been 
undertaken. 
 
The focus at the local level is to assist businesses and individuals in capitalising on the Commonwealthôs 
$100m plus infrastructure and capital works programs that are to be undertaken during the coming 
years.   
Cocos (Keeling) Islands (CKI) has traditionally been involved in the copra industry, with the islands group 
being planted out using coconut trees since the 1850ôs. However the copra industry has collapsed many 
years ago and the plantations have been left unattended. 
 
Both Islands are now looking to tourism to provide an economic framework to build a local economy. 
The Islands will remain of strategic importance to Australia, through their strategic location in the Indian 
Ocean for surveillance operations and defence potential. They also influence the extent of the Australian 
Exclusive Economic Zone in the Indian Ocean.  
 
Defining a Vision for the Islands for the next 50 years will be significant to the IOT communities as it will 
influence their own decisions about how they will participate in the community into the future. 
 



 
 

A number of plans are in development and may provide further assistance with the IOT future direction, 
some stability in Government policy for the IOT may assist the communities moving forward with their 
visions. 
 

Initially the Attorney-Generalôs Department and now DoRA through the Administrator has supported the 

establishment and maintenance of an Economic Development Officer (EDO) for the IOT. Over the short 

duration that this position has been engaged, a number of initiatives have been delivered and further are 

planned. It is clear that ongoing delivery of this role will see significant outcomes across the territories. 

 

Population of Christmas Island  
 
The 2006 census enumerated 1347 usual residents on Christmas Island.  This includes people who 
normally live on the island but were elsewhere in Australia on the night of the census.  It excludes people 
temporarily on the island. 
The ABS calculates an estimated resident population of about 1400 and assumes no growth between 
2001 and 2010 (Table 1). 
 

Table 1: Estimated resident population, Christmas Island 

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007r 2008r 2009r 2010p  

 1442 1428 1413 1400 1401 1403 1413 1432 1462 1462  

 
Source: ABS, Regional Population Growth, Australia ABS Cat. No. 3218.0, March 2011 
http://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/ausstats/subscriber.nsf/0/9F4C1AA38F0097DACA257863000E71FA/$File/[32180ds0003_200
1-10.xls]Contents'!A2 

 
The actual population size on the island is contested.  A 2009 report for the mining sector suggested that 
the population may be as low as 1,000 because of the departure of construction workers after 
completing the detention centre. 
 
The projected population is also difficult to devise as it is dependent on future economic activity.  A Local 
Planning Strategy conducted between 2003 and 2009 by the Christmas Island Shire suggested a long 
term population target of 10,000.  However, such a high figure is viewed as unlikely by the 
Commonwealth and, unless there are major changes, a long term population of 3,000 is considered 
more probable.1 
 
The ABS does not publish estimated resident population totals by age and sex for the Indian Ocean 
Territories.  However, the age-sex structure is unlikely to have changed since the 2006 census.  At that 
time the population showed the usual 'apple core' shape of a rural community. There is an absence of 
young people between the ages of 15 and 29 or 34 years.  Adults in the prime working ages of 35 to 59 
years and their young children predominate.  Older adults make up a very small part of the population. 
 

                                                
1GHD, 2009. Report for Crown Land Management of the Indian Ocean Territories: Christmas Island.  Attorney-General's 

Department. 
Available from:  http://www.ga.gov.au/image_cache/GA17221.pdf 



 
 

 
 
Christmas Island has a diversity of cultures.  This is reflected in census data on languages spoken at 
home, birth place, religion and ancestry.  English is the only language spoken at home by 35% of the 
population and 36% speak a Chinese language.  The remainder either did not report a language or wrote 
in one.  Since the ABS does not specifically record the Malaysian language, it is likely that most of the 
other people speak a form of Malay.  Australia was the birthplace for 45% of the residents and 36% were 
born in Malaysia, Singapore or Indonesia.  Buddhists made up 30% of the population followed by 25% 
Christian and 20% Muslim. Unstated and no religion responses accounted for the remainder.  Finally, 
37% of the population identified their ancestry as Chinese. 
 
The 2006 census recorded 481 households, with an average of 2.7 people per household.  Households 
with only one or two people made up 57% of all households.  Most (69%) of these households lived in 
separate houses and 28% lived in units or flats.  Almost half (48%) of dwellings are rented. 
 
The population of Christmas Island is fairly stable, with 61% reporting in 2006 that they were living on the 
island five years earlier.  One-quarter (24%) of the 2006 population had arrived sometime in the previous 
five years.   
 

Population of Cocos (Keeling) Islands 
 
The 2006 census enumerated 571 usual residents on Cocos (Keeling) Islands.  This includes people 
who normally live there but were elsewhere in Australia on the night of the census.  It excludes people 
temporarily in the territory. 
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The ABS calculates an estimated resident population of 600 people and a very small growth rate of 0.2% 
between 2001 and 2010 (Table 2). 
 

Table 2: Estimated resident population, Cocos (Keeling) Islands 

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007r 2008r 2009r 2010p  

   600      572 568 567 582 590     594 598     604 605  

 
Source: ABS, Regional Population Growth, Australia ABS Cat. No. 3218.0, March 2011 
http://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/ausstats/subscriber.nsf/0/9F4C1AA38F0097DACA257863000E71FA/$File/[32180ds0003_200
1-10.xls]Contents'!A2 

 

Territory residents are divided by distance and culture.  Two of the islands that comprise the 
territory are populated: West Island and Home Island.2  The 450 people who live on Home 
Island are principally Cocos-Malay while the 150 residents of West Island are primarily 
European.  The ABS does not publish separate statistics for the two island populations. 
 
The age and sex structure of the territory shows a typical 'apple core' shape of a rural 
community. There is an absence of young people between the ages of 15 and 29 or 34 years.  
Adults in the prime working ages of 35 to 49 years and their young children predominate.  Older 
adults make up a small part of the population. 
 
Households are bigger in the Cocos (Keeling) Islands than on Christmas Island or Western 
Australia.  The 2006 census enumerated 138 occupied dwellings, making the average 
household slightly more than 4 persons.  Almost all of the dwellings (93%) were separate 
houses.  Most (87%) of residents lived with another family member instead of alone or with 
someone unrelated.  Of those living in families, 75% lived in a family with two parents and 
children, compared to 60% of Western Australians living in families.  Many residents on Home 
Island live in kampongs3, or clusters of homes but this living pattern is not captured in the 
census.   
 

                                                
2
 S Roughan, D Casement, V Simpson and S Stovell, A Community Capacity Audit of the Long-term Residents of Cocos 

(Keeling) Islands, May 2011.  Available from: 
http://www.rdamwg.com.au/_content/documents/IOT%20documents/Cocos%20(Keeling)%20Islands%20Capacity%20Audit%20
Final%20v3%20June%202011.pdf  
3
 ibid. 



 
 

 
 

Housing shortages and overcrowding is a major concern. Community members and local 
government have identified this as a major problem.  The local government has included a 
proposal for kampong developments on both Home and West Islands.4  
 
At least 56% of the dwellings were rented.  The figure may be higher because there was a large 
proportion of people who reported an 'other' tenure arrangement or did not answer the question.  
About one-third of the rented homes are public housing. The average rent in 2006 was $150 per 
week. 
 
The majority of the population on Cocos (Keeling) Islands is quite stable with 72% of those in 
the 2006 census having lived in the territory five years earlier.   Newcomers, or people who had 
been away five years ago and returned by the time of the 2006 census, amounted to 29% of the 
population. 
 
Almost all (90%) of territory residents were born in Australia, which includes the Cocos (Keeling) 
Islands.  Seventy-one per cent of residents speak a language other than English at home.  The 
Australian census does not code for the Malay language but it can be assumed that these were 
Cocos Malay speakers.  Three-quarters (76%) of the population are Muslim. 

 
 
 
 
 
                                                
4
 http://www.shire.cc/your-council/council-documents/vision-2010.html 
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Protecting the environment  
 
The Indian Ocean Territories are exceptionally beautiful, with numerous natural assets such as rare 
endemic species of plants and animals, large areas of pristine rainforest, rugged coastal scenery and an 
abundance of tropical fish and coral along fringing reefs and plunging sea ridges.   
 
However these paradises face challenges.  On Christmas Island a century long involvement with open-
cut phosphate mining has left its mark.   Long abandoned mining sites have still not been rehabilitated 
while those expected to wind down within the next five to ten years will need rehabilitation. 
 
Although 63% of the island's land is national park and the surrounding waters are a national marine park, 
securing patches of remnant vegetation are still a necessary part of land use planning.  Invasive exotic 
plant and animal species pose severe threats to the island's ecology and there is a relatively high 
number of critically endangered species.  Very little is known about the island's water resources and the 
extent to which it can safely and sustainably support additional demands from a higher population or 
more water-intensive economic development.  Climate change also poses risks for the remote island. 
 
Cocos (Keeling) Islands is a fragile coral atoll without secure water resources and vulnerable to climate 
change.  Efforts to protect natural resources are focused on North Keeling Island, a tiny parcel of 
uninhabited land. 
 
Prescriptions to mitigate these threats involve better planning and decision making, enhanced protection 
and the development of economic activities which complement the goal of preserving this unique 
environment.  Currently government agencies tend to run programs which have been developed for 
Western Australia and have little or no local community ownership or relevance, making it difficult to 
garner community support.5 
 
Flora and Fauna 
The natural environments of the two territories are quite different despite being only 1000 kms apart.  
Christmas Island is the geologically older environment, sitting on a tectonic plate which lifted it up some 
10 million years ago.6 The Cocos (Keeling) Islands has gone through cycles of lifts and submergence 
which has disrupted the development of flora and fauna.  Its most recent emergence was only 4000 
years ago.7  This may be why the islands have no native land mammals.  
 
Despite their differences, both territories have a rich abundance of unique fish and coral.  Most of the 
marine life below diving or recreational fishing depths is largely known.  On Christmas Island the 
migration of the red crab is one of the wonders of the natural world.  Both territories attract attracts 
birders from all over because of their endemic birds and as a staging point for migratory birds.   
 
The threats to the habitats and associated species occur largely from climate change (at all scales), 
human habitation (island scale) and industry (fishing, mining etc). Greater understanding of the 
communities that exist in these regions and monitoring programs for the most sensitive and vulnerable 
communities will help the formulation of effective management and adaptation strategies to guard 
against the loss of the unique habitats and species found in these two external Australian territories. 8 

 

                                                
5
 Roughan S, Casement D, Simpson V, Stovell S, A Community Capacity Assessment of the Long-Term Residents of the Coco 

(Keeling) Islands, 2011, p 5.  Available from: 
http://www.rdamwg.com.au/_content/documents/IOT%20documents/Cocos%20%28Keeling%29%  
6
 Director of National Parks, Have Your Say: Christmas Island National Park Management Plan 2009-2019, 2008. Available 

from:  http://www.environment.gov.au/parks/publications/christmas/pubs/have-your-say.pdf 
7
 Brewer D et al, Conservation values in Commonwealth waters of the Christmas and Cocos (Keeling) Island remote Australian 

territories. Wealth from Oceans Flagship CSIRO, 2009   Available at: http://www.ga.gov.au/image_cache/GA17136.pdf 
8
 Brewer D et al, Conservation values in Commonwealth waters of the Christmas and Cocos (Keeling) Island remote Australian 

territories. Wealth from Oceans Flagship CSIRO, 2009   Available at: http://www.ga.gov.au/image_cache/GA17136.pdf 

http://www.ga.gov.au/image_cache/GA17136.pdf
http://www.ga.gov.au/image_cache/GA17136.pdf


 
 

The Cocos (Keeling) Islands are a unique coral atoll and an internationally recognised seabird rookery.  
The uninhabited North Keeling Island is one of the major seabird breeding grounds in the Indian Ocean. 
Seabirds occur in large numbers on North Keeling Island, in particular, with about 24 bird species 
currently found on the island, and 15 of these breeding in Pulu Keeling National Park. This tiny park 
incorporating 1.2 sq kms of land, wetland and 1.5km from shore houses the worldôs largest breeding 
population of the endemic red foot booby (Sula sula). It also has the second largest lesser frigate bird 
(Fregata ariel) nesting population in Australia, at least 58 other birds and rare native turtles.9  It is listed 
as a wetland of international importance and because of its isolation it has had few introduced plant or 
animal species and none that so far pose a serious threat.10  The main strategy to maintain the park is to 
minimise human interference through strict controls.  The local population has historically hunted bird on 
Keeling Island and this is now strictly prohibited.  Only limited fishing is allowed on Keeling Island and 
throughout the atoll there are tensions between the community and the Department of Fisheries.11 
 
The two inhabitable islands in the Cocos (Keeling) Islands Territory are Home and West Islands.  The 
environment of both were disrupted by mid nineteenth century with coconut plantations and for many 
decades copra exports was the primary economic activity.   
 
The Christmas Island National Park is much more vulnerable as it occupies a large part of the populated 
island.  The park protects the rainforest which is the last remaining nesting habitat for the endangered 
Abbottôs booby and the Christmas Island frigatebird, and supports many endemic plants as well as many 
species of land crabs.12  The Christmas Island flying fox is on the brink of extinction and the pipistrelle 
bat is probably extinct.13 
 
The Christmas Island National Park was declared in 1989 which has the effect of placing over 60% of 
the land under the protection of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999. The 
current management plan is dated 2002 and was scheduled to be replaced by a 2009-2019 plan.  This 
has not been released.  Instead, an expert working group finalised a report in September 2010 which 
was highly critical of the environmental management of the territory. What follows is an excerpt from the 
summary: 
 

 The working group notes that failure to resolve conservation issues on Christmas Island 
has been an ongoing concern. There have been previous inquiries by the House of 
Representatives Committee on Environment and Conservation (1974) and the Senate 
Standing Committee on Science, Technology and the Environment (1983). Concern is also 
expressed in many published works and internal reports of the Department of the 
Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts (DEWHA). The previous inquiries 
characteristically attempted to balance mining and a specific conservation issue - the 
conservation of Abbott's Booby - and resulted in the creation of the Christmas Island National 
Park and enhanced rehabilitation after mining. Current problems arise from invasive species 
establishing on the island as a whole, not just the national park. 
 The major difference in focus between previous reviews and this one is that this report 
seeks to provide a comprehensive review by independent experts of all available information 
and to address a wide brief that focuses on the conservation of all the Island's unique values. 
 ... Christmas Island was settled 120 years ago. Today the Settlement comprises a small 
community of around 1,300 to 1,500 people. In the past, the phosphate mining enterprise 

                                                
9
 ibid 

10
 Parks Australia, Pulu Keeling National Park Management Plan, 2004. Available from: 

http://www.environment.gov.au/parks/publications/cocos/management-plan.html 
11

 Roughan S, Casement D, Simpson V, Stovell S, A Community Capacity Assessment of the Long-Term Residents of the Coco 
(Keeling) Islands, 2011, p 5.  Available from: 
http://www.rdamwg.com.au/_content/documents/IOT%20documents/Cocos%20%28Keeling%29%  
12

 Director of National Parks, Have Your Say: Christmas Island National Park Management Plan 2009-2019, 2008. Available 
from:  http://www.environment.gov.au/parks/publications/christmas/pubs/have-your-say.pdf 
13

 Parks Australia. Christmas Island Flying Fox and pipistrelle bat brochure, 2007. Available from: 
http://www.environment.gov.au/parks/publications/christmas/flying-foxes-brochure.html 



 
 

has been the basis of the island's economy. Today the island's economy is being overtaken 
by the activities of the Australian Government's Immigration Detention Centre (IDC) housing 
up to 2000 asylum seekers seeking entry to Australia. In the last decade, the Australian 
Government developed an Immigration Detention Centre (IDC) to house up to 2000 asylum 
seekers seeking entry to Australia. The Federal Attorney General's Department, DEWHA, the 
Shire of Christmas Island, and Phosphate Resources Limited all have control over areas on 
the Island. Around four per cent of the Island is taken up by the Settlement and associated 
facilities, 14 per cent by phosphate mining activities, 19 per cent is Unallocated Crown Land 
and 63 per cent is the rainforest-dominated Christmas Island National Park. 
 The Island has extraordinary terrestrial, subterranean and marine conservation values that 
are being diminished by management deficiencies and threats that are pervasive, chronic 
and increasing. Unfortunately, these problems will not have simple solutions. 

 
Christmas Island has already suffered two confirmed extinctions (two native rodent species (Rattus 
macleari and R. nativitatis), and two probable extinctions, the Christmas Island Pipistrelle (Pipistrellus 
murrayi) and the Christmas Island Shrew (Crocidura trichura). Furthermore, the Island is currently 
witnessing further rapid declines in other important species. At risk of extinction in the short to medium 
term are its few remaining endemic reptile species, some of its endemic birds and, quite possibly, a fifth 
mammal, the Christmas Island Flying Fox (Pteropus natalis) which is the only remaining indigenous 
mammal on the island. It is also probable that seven plant species and several invertebrate species are 
extinct. 
 
Christmas Island is also undergoing dramatic losses of the Island's endemic Red Crab (Gecarcoidea 
natalis). The Red Crab is not only the island's most conspicuous and remarkable species, but also the 
pivot of its unique ecology. The island's crab-dominated rainforests and remarkable ecological structure 
is of international significance and, along with the other biodiversity attributes of the island, is potentially 
a major tourist attraction. The EWG also recognised that the status of the Robber Crab (Birgus latro) is 
of concern. This species is the world's largest terrestrial arthropod, once numerous on many other 
tropical islands, but Christmas Island now has the only remaining significant population. There are also 
concerns for the island's remarkable stygofauna (fauna of underground water-filled voids). 
 
The EWG recognises the pervasive effects of the many pressures on the Christmas Island ecosystem 
and the enormous challenges that these pose for implementing appropriate management responses. 
After an appraisal of several hundred reports, publications and documents relevant to Christmas Island, 
numerous consultations with experts and a visit to the Island, the EWG has arrived at a series of specific 
recommendations that are a product its own deliberations. Inevitably, some of the recommendations 
echo and endorse those made by others, and the EWG acknowledges the significant contributions by 
many researchers and Parks Australia staff who have made this synthesis possible. Attribution is 
assigned where appropriate in the report. 
 
The EWG's recommendations set out the long-term and substantial changes that will be required for the 

successful future management of Christmas Island and its surrounding seas as a single ecological entity. 

We warn that a 'business as usual' approach in future will mean that management will fail and the 

extraordinary national asset that is Christmas Island's biodiversity will be replaced by a combination of 

many introduced and a few resilient native species. That outcome would be a failure in biodiversity 

conservation and would compromise the potentially secure economic future for the island as a tourist 

venue.14 
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The full report explains that the pipistrelle bat's extinction was most likely caused by the effect of invasive 
species, particularly the Crazy Yellow Ant, on the keystone red crab.  This demonstrates the fragility of 
island ecologies.  A full list of the introduced species threats from the 2002 Christmas Island National 
Park management plan provided below.15 
 
Greater enforcement -- and the capacity to enforce -- quarantine measures is another need which has 
largely not been addressed.16 

 
 

On Cocos (Keeling) Islands the greatest danger to the environment may be the disengagement 
of the local population which feels disconnected to the decision-making process.  The 
Community Capacity Assessment concluded that the differing and sometimes conflicting 
funding and policies by different external agencies and the failure of all of them to engage the 
community means that there is no local leadership or vision and a reluctance, if not a hostility, to 
becoming involved in environmental protection.17 Similar frustrations at not being engaged are 
expressed by Christmas Island residents.18 
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Climate change risks 
Christmas Island is reasonably protected from a raise in sea levels because it rests on a sea 
mount 360 meters above the sea. However, low lying areas with exposed beaches could be 
affected by a general sea rise and increased frequency and magnitude of sea surges.19  This 
includes the popular Flying Fish Cove which has a small harbour and is home to one-third of the 
island's population.  Other impacts are likely to include wetter wet seasons and drier dry 
seasons and more severe weather events. 
 
Cocos (Keeling) Islands lie 1 to 4 meters above the sea and face more extreme risks from sea level 
rises.  Within 60 years all of Home Island will face the risk of being inundated during an extreme storm.20  
The impacts of climate change are already being felt here through increased vulnerability to extreme 
weather events.  There is no doubt that in the medium term climate change will have profound negative 
effect on the territory through flooding, coastal erosion and selective sedimentation directly impacting 
virtually all of the infrastructure on Home and West Islands.  There is also a serious and immediate need 
to upgrade cyclone shelters on the islands and to undertake a program to make homes and community 
infrastructure meet cyclone ratings.21 
 

Water resources and related issues 
There is limited information regarding the Christmas Island's water resources.  The Shire's 2018 Plan 
estimates that the current resources are only sufficient for a population of 5,000 which, with the 
detainees might be close to the de jure population.  An urgent recommendation of the Report on the 
Crown Land Management Plan called for an assessment of the Islandôs basalt geology and profile in 
order to identify the extent and capacity of the Islandôs groundwater source catchment.  The report noted 
that a ground water plan needed to be accompanied by waste water and waste management plans to 
minimise the risk of contamination of groundwater.22  In 2010 the Christmas Island Expert Working 
Group carried this recommendation a step further, calling for much greater regulation of water resources 
and environmental scrutiny about water allocation.23 
 
Water and waste management issues are equally if not more pressing on Cocos (Keeling) Islands.  The 
Shire's Vision 2010 includes a proposal for a Waste Management Precinct on both Home and West 
Islands.24  A need for a desalination plant on Home Island has been identified but so far not provided.25  
There is strong evidence to suggest that under all of the projected climate change scenarios, water 
resources on Home Island are particularly likely to be seriously compromised by inundation and 
seawater intrusion into freshwater lenses. The islands have no groundwater and are entirely reliant on 
fresh water.  The water supply on Home Island is already limited and under stress, and is likely to 
experience increased water stress in the future as a result of climate change.26 
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Energy use 
The territories import their energy resources.  Some buildings and tourist developments have adopted 
alternative energy sources but most of the islands requirements are met through imported fuel stored in 
tanks.  Moving to low carbon emission energy sources was one of the recommendations on the report of 
Crown land management.27 
 
Used lube oil is a hazardous waste with strict and complex regulations regarding its storage.  Western 
Australia has almost no businesses which have a demand for used lube oil and they face a storage 
crisis.  Christmas Island Phosphate is the largest customer for used lube oil.  The company has argued 
that one of its environmental benefits is in solving the mainland's storage problems.28 
 

3. Consultation  
 
The Minister has established the CI and CKI Economic Development Consultative Groups (EDCG) 
which are chaired by the IOT Administrator: Following expressions of interest the Minister for Home 
Affairs appointed members in May 2009 for 2 year terms.  They are a conduit between the community, 
EDO and Administrator and provide information to both and the community on the ED strategies at a 
local level. They have endorsed a 5 year ED Strategy and a report on their current terms of reference 
are being canvassed by AGD seeking to increase their role from being a consultative group. The 
Administrator chairs the groups and has a charter from the Minister to progress economic development. 
 
The EDCG has been the prime consultative group for the RDAMWG strategic plan for the IOT, with 
administrative support provided by RDAMWG to achieve RDA deliverables for the IOT. 
 

4. Strategic framework  
 

Transport - Flights & Freight 
 
The islands are reliant on the transport of all materials to the islands via sea freight (once every 6 weeks) 
or passenger flights with air freight limited by weather constraints or passenger numbers. This includes 
the majority of fruit/vegetables and perishable produce. There is now a shipping service commencing 
from the north. Other Shipping at Christmas Islands includes the shipment of Phosphate to mainly Asian 
ports. 
 
Regular shipping of supplies is paramount to the communities, but with such small volumes there is little 
prospect of increased traffic or new competitors entering the market. 
 
Virgin Blue operates an air service under an Australian Government air-service contract for the provision 
of flights to the Indian Ocean Territories which has been in operation since April 2010. The service 
currently provides for four return services to Christmas Island and three return services to Cocos 
(Keeling) Islands on a weekly basis. 
 
There is currently a privately chartered air service operating international flights from Malaysia. The 
chartered services are not currently part of international airline ticketing systems and are not operated 
under contract to the Commonwealth. This causes problems for international travellers as flights cannot 
be easily booked by travel agents. 
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Many comments have been provided about the shortcomings of the above services, but without 
demonstrated demand for increased shipping and flights, it is unlikely that further services will be 
provided. Additional services are provided if required as has been done with air freight to both islands 
over the last three years on an as needs basis. The encouraging development in the airline services over 
the last six months has been more affordable seats, greater passenger comfort and increased numbers 
of passengers.  
 
However, improved logistical support could see improved efficiency of these operations. Further there 
may be some opportunity for cross island air transport to assist community development. 
 

Efficiency 
 
The IOT have expenses in the order of $90MPa to maintain services to the Islands, by means of direct 
provision of services or through contracted services with WA based agencies such as the Water 
Corporation.  However, there are some logistical and administrative difficulties, with strictly limited 
resources and significant transport costs associated with freight. 
 
The IOT should move to increase the efficiency of the resource demands they have to reduce costs, 
such as: ensuring water efficient measures are in place in residences, solar hot water systems are used, 
renewable power systems are installed (wind generators are in place on CKI, but not operational). A 
recent alternative energy report has been completed and the IOTPA is undertaking an alternative energy 
project for CI. 
 
Efficient use of the IOT resources such as potable water is critical given there is no alternative natural 
supply. For example the current potable water resource is undefined on CI and yet the use of the 
resource has tripled over two years due to expansion of the island population through the detention 
centre being above capacity. Should the water resource be depleted prematurely, there may be few 
options available in the short term for servicing the population on the island until desalination or alternate 
water resource capacity could be developed. 
 

Land management 
 
Recent reports on land management in the IOT have been completed by consulting firm GHD for the 
AGD. The reports highlight many issues with regard to potable water, waste water, waste management, 
energy, economic development and transport. Climate Change risks have also been identified on CKI 
due to their low height and may need management. 
 
A number of recommendations have been proposed by GHD and require consideration by the Australian 
Government. Implementation of the recommendations may see potential opportunities for investment 
and economic opportunities for the IOT. 
 
The report specifically recommends the creation of Outline Development Plans for Urban Expansion, 
which has been undertaken, and redevelopment of the Quarantine Station on CKI and for the Light 
Industrial Area on CI. These measures would allow for new growth and opportunities on the IOT.   
 

  



 
 

Opportunities  
 
Tourism 
 
A more diversified economy for the islands may be available through development of the tourism 
industry on the Islands. Some initial work has been undertaken and some tourist operators already exist. 
However, significant investment in tourism infrastructure and strategy development will be required to 
enhance the Islands features to attract the desired number of visitors with the financial capacity to meet 
the high costs of CI and CKI travel. 
 
Whilst some efforts have been made to progress tourism in the IOT through a number of avenues the 
results have yet to see any significant new private investment. Discussions are underway however for a 
resort development on CI and the Shire of CKI continues to pursue the prospect of a resort development. 
 
The recent announcement by the Commonwealth Government in major infrastructure and services for 
the IOT includes an opportunity for the attraction of private investment in significant longer term tourism 
opportunities in a way that hasnôt been available before.  
 
The appointment of Virgin Blue as the new service provider to conduct regular flights between Perth and 
CI and CKI, completion of the new mooring system for Cruise Ships at CI, new freight and passenger 
terminal ï RumhaBaru on CKI and the upgrades to the CKI airport have established significant ground 
work for a sustainable tourism industry in the IOT. 
 
When coupled with the proactive work that the Economic Development Consultative Groups are doing in 
moving towards a regional approach and the partnership approach being taken by Christmas Island 
Phosphates now is a prime time to assist the community take their next step. 
 
The development of a plan for an interpretative centre on CI and a tourism attraction concept business 
model for the IOT will add immense value. These are two vital components that will attract investors via 
economic model highlighting the viability and identifying any staged growth.  
 
By using an IOT Community Consultative Group and attracting a joint funding partner there would be a 
united vision bred from the local level and it would be seen as the community creating the opportunities. 
It would have the desired effect of positioning the IOT community at the forefront of economic 
development through tourism. 
 
Christmas Island Phosphates have indicated their connections between mining and safe guarding the 
future of eco-tourism and their support to foster more collaborative approaches to economic 
development in the IOT and are willing to consider opportunities for diversifying. 
 
Cruise ships have commenced stopping at CI and could lead to further visitation. 
 
Fact Not Fiction Films is planning to make a mini TV series about the óRemote Airfieldsô of the world. The 
TV series, which will start with 6 episodes, may be expanded beyond that number. The series will be 
presented to broadcasters around the world. One episode is to include information about the Cocos 
Island Airbase. Another documentary is being produced on the story of the óSMS Emden/HMAS Sydney 
- Battle of Cocosô that took place on 9 November 1914. 
AUSTRALIAN GEOGRAPHIC will be visiting Christmas Island and the Cocos (Keeling) Islands to film a 
52-minute documentary, produced and presented by Sorrel Wilby, showcasing the unique environment 
and culture of Christmas and the Cocos (Keeling) Islands.  
 

  



 
 

Vision and goals  
 
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 communities and RDAMWG are aware that the Australian Government formed a Task Force for the 
Environment and Economic Sustainability for the IOT and that there was also in March 2010 the release 
a Joint Standing Committee on the National Capital and External Territories Inquiry into the changing 
economic environment in the IOT. 
 
A Vision would allow for a clear understanding of the intentions of the Australian Government despite 
other political decision making regarding Australian Government programs and policies 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 that would normally be 
undertaken by a State Government  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 tangible 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. 
 
RDA Midwest Gascoyne has the following Vision and Mission Statement and until an opportunity arises 
to develop a specific Vision and Mission for the IOT, the committee will seek to meet these for the IOT 
communities. 
 

Vision:  
 
A strong and diverse Midwest Gascoyne Region (including the Indian Ocean Territories) with an 
enhanced identity, prosperity, and quality of life.  
 

Mission:  
 
To work throughout the region to utilise the strength of our people, resource base and natural 
environment by way of: 
 

¶ Supporting informed regional planning; 

¶ Consulting and engaging with stakeholders to identify and resolve critical issues; 

¶ Liaising with governments and local communities about the best, most appropriate programs and 

services to support regional development; and 

¶ Contributing to business growth and investment plans, environmental solutions and social 

inclusion strategies. 

 



 
 

The Shire of Christmas Island has received a community directions plan for the Island commissioned to 
clearly articulate shared community directions for the future of the Island.  
 
The Plan was to include a shared community vision, key actions, milestones and time lines for actions. 
Importantly, the Plan also required outcomes that were agreed upon by all representatives of the 
community. 
 
The development of the CI 2018 plan produced the following Vision: 
 

Christmas Island 2018 Community Vision: 
 
A place for everyone, without exception 
 
By 2018 the economic diversity required for a sustainable economy has progressed on Christmas Island 
through the establishment of agreed industries. While the mainstay of the economy includes mining and 
government activities, other industries such as tourism, food production, education services and 
research industries are now prominent. 
 
All these industries respect and support the unique natural environment of the Island. The achievement 
of economic diversification has been assisted through regional partnerships; particularly with our Indian 
Ocean Territory neighbour, the Cocos (Keeling) Islands and other Indian Ocean islands, and also with 
key partners in Australia and South East Asia. The infrastructure required for the industries on Christmas 
Island is in place and enabled by inclusive sound planning and decision making systems.  
 
Strong community capacity is also present and reflected in the people, the range of facilities and 
services available, and opportunities that attract a variety of people, including young people, to the Island 
to participate in the economy and governance of Christmas Island. Christmas Island is a safe and 
harmonious place to live and there is a spirit of unity and cooperation. Everyone is welcome on 
Christmas Island.  
 

Shire of Cocos (Keeling) Islands Strategic Plan 2011 ï 2015 and into the 
future 
 

Shire Vision 
 
ñTo build on the future sustainability of the Cocos (Keeling) Islands through the provision of core services 
to the community and to further develop tourism as a major industry to ensure the economic future of the 
Islands are guaranteedò.     
 

Mission 
 
The Shire of Cocos (Keeling) Islands will do this by: 
 

¶ providing leadership; 

¶ promoting interest in local government; 

¶ working in partnership with Government, business, clubs and community groups; 

¶ maintaining a strong liaison with political leaders; and 

¶ maintaining our community minded approach 

 
  



 
 

This values statement explains the way we will do business. 
 

Key result areas 
 
In achieving our vision we have identified the following key areas that will receive added concentration 
and effort: 
 

¶ Economic development and sustainability of existing and new industries  

¶ Recreation and sport 

¶ Quality of life and social needs 

¶ The environment 

¶ Local government activities 

 
The above Visions will be considered in future development of an overall Vision for the IOT once the 
Australian Government has responded to the Taskforce Review. 
 

Key Regional Issues and Priorities  
 
Current status of local economy   
 
This section sketches the broad issues and supporting data related to the economy and workforce of the 
Indian Ocean Territories.  Information is presented separately for the two territories and a final section on 
investment priorities integrates the needs of the two territories. A table summarizing the key economic 
indicators from the 2006 census for the two territories and Western Australia is in Table 1. 
 
Ability to attract investment to the territories is made difficult by the overall economic uncertainty 
(especially on Christmas Island), the lack of application of the corporations law, requirements of 
ministerial approval of land use which may have an environmental consequence, high levels of equity 

required for loans and the predominance of lease hold land.
29

 

 
Economic outlook for Christmas Island 
 
For the past 10-15 years phosphate mining and speculation about its future have dominated the 
economic landscape of Christmas Island. A frequently quoted 2002 study estimated that the gross 
product of the mining industry totalled $52 million.  The government sector generated $24.3 million, 

transport $22.2 million and tourism only $3-5 million.
30

  An economic analysis for Christmas Island 

Phosphates based on 2006 data also concluded that about half (48%) of the territory's gross product 

was due to mining.
31

  In the early to mid-1990s the casino, which, for a brief period, attracted large 

numbers of visitors was also an economic driver for the territory.  In recent years the Immigration 
Detention Centre has had direct and indirect impacts which are impossible to ignore but also impossible 
to incorporate into planning.  
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