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Executive Summary 
This is the first Regional Plan for the Indian Ocean Territories (IOT). The Regional Plan was 
finalised after a series of key informant interviews, a review of a number of reports, plans 
and strategies relating to the Indian Ocean Territories and feedback received following the 
release of the Indian Ocean Territories Regional Plan Discussion Paper, September 2012.  

The Indian Ocean Territories include Christmas Island and the Cocos (Keeling) Islands. 
Christmas Island is located in the Indian Ocean just 380 km South of Java and 2650 km 
North West of Perth. The Cocos (Keeling) Islands are located 2950 km North West of Perth 
and around 975 km South West of Christmas Island. The Islands are extremely remote and 
isolated outposts of Australia.  

The Regional Plan is a strategic, forward looking document seeking to build on the 
recognised strengths and resilience of the Island communities and, in many instances, gives 
weight to the progress of activities already in train. The Plan recognises the distinctive 
characteristics of the communities that make up the IOT, and provides a framework for 
identifying and dealing with issues of common concern.  

The Cocos (Keeling) Islands became an Australian Territory in 1955 and in 1958 Christmas 
Island also became an Australian Territory. An Administrator for the IOT, representing the 
Minister for Regional Australia, Regional Development and Local Government, resides on 
Christmas Island. The Department of Regional Australia, Local Government, Arts and Sport 
have responsibility for the IOT through staff based in the IOT, Perth and Canberra. State-
type services are provided through Service Delivery Agreements between the Federal 
Government and the Western Australian Government.  

The Administrative and Governance arrangements for the Islands are complex. Significant 
Government funds are allocated annually to ensure a range of services are provided for the 
community, and infrastructure is maintained and developed. The people that call Christmas 
and Cocos (Keeling) Islands home are keen to contribute more of their knowledge and 
experience of the Islands to decisions affecting them. Improved communication and 
engagement between the Government and the community is a key action identified in the 
Plan.  

The population of Christmas Island has increased dramatically since the 2006 census - from 
1403 to 2017 in 2011. This is directly attributed to work associated with immigration 
detention services on the Island. The median personal weekly income of people on 
Christmas Island is relatively high at $1020 compared with $662 elsewhere in Western 
Australia. By contrast the population of Cocos Island has decreased slightly. Population 
growth is constrained by the lack of housing on the traditional residential island - Home 
Island. The median personal weekly income was $478, although median household income 
is higher than the Western Australian average because many homes include more than one 
family.  

The permanent residents of the Indian Ocean Territories mainly include people with 
Chinese, European and Malay ethnic backgrounds. This racial mix reflects the ethnicity of 
the early settlers. They arrived during the 1800’s to work in the phosphate mine on 
Christmas Island and on coconut plantations on the Cocos (Keeling) Islands. English is 
widely spoken but many residents speak other languages including Cantonese, Mandarin 
and Malay.  

Workers brought with them religious and cultural traditions that influence the physical and 
social landscape of the Islands today. There are mosques and churches, and on Christmas 
Island Chinese temples and shrines (Buddhist, Taoist and Confucian) as well as a Baha’i 
Centre.  
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The economies of the Indian Ocean territories are fragile and narrowly based. Phosphate 
mining underpinned the Christmas Island economy for over one hundred years but is likely 
to cease during the next ten to twelve years. This will impact significantly on the Christmas 
Island economy and the Cocos (Keeling) Islands economy to a lesser degree. Prior to the 
growth of immigration detention activities on Christmas Island, mining directly and indirectly 
accounted for around 40 per cent of all jobs. Employment on the Cocos (Keeling) Islands is 
focused around Government services and tourism.  

The Australian Government has been working with the community and other key 
stakeholders to identify ways to sustain viable communities in the IOT. There is broad 
agreement that the tourism should be expanded on both Christmas and the Cocos (Keeling) 
Islands and focus on a high-yield, low- volume sector of the tourism market. Tourism offers a 
labour intensive industry that sits comfortably with community aspirations to protect the 
natural environment and celebrate and preserve the rich cultures of the Islands.  

Other industry sectors identified for expansion include agriculture and aquaculture, 
education and research. The possibility of reopening the casino on Christmas Island is also 
being examined.  

Building the capacity of the community and business to transition from a mining based 
economy to a diverse and broad based economy will be a focus of this Regional Plan. The 
transition will require support, collaboration and cooperation from different levels of 
Government, the business community, training and educational institutions and non-
government organisations. Investment will be encouraged through improved access to 
developable land and clarity around regulatory processes. A capable and experienced local 
workforce will also be needed to support new business as it establishes on the Islands. 

The care and management of the natural environment is also critical. There are populations 
of birds and other animals, fish and plants found nowhere else on earth in the IOT. The 
annual red crab migration on Christmas Island is world renown. But there are great threats to 
the Islands too. The unique ecology of Christmas Island is being threatened by invasive 
pests and disease and demands ongoing urgent attention. If the natural environment is not 
well managed and protected, it also puts a risk the possibility of establishing a new tourism 
based economy. 

Although there has been no long term Vision or Plans for the IOT articulated by the 
Australian Government, this Five Year Plan is premised on a long term commitment to the 
maintenance of viable communities in the IOT. 

Visions for the Island communities are expressed in local government strategic plans. Those 
visions were further reinforced during the community engagement work done in the 
preparation of this Plan. Community aspirations for the future of the Islands include:  

 The celebration and protection of culture and traditions; 

 Healthy, safe and resilient communities;  

 Effective government and administration providing services to meet local needs; 

 Diverse and sustainable economies underpinned by new investment and supported 
by a competent local workforce;  

 Protected natural environment and supported by sustainable practices; and,  

 local capacity to respond to climate change.  
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This Regional Plan sets out five key Strategic Directions. The Strategic Directions are 
supported with a rationale that highlights the issues and opportunities identified in the 
community consultations and the literature review, with objectives and actions. The 
objectives have been identified in priority order. The five key Strategic Directions are: 

1. Sustainable and diverse local economies. 

2. Strengthened and empowered Island communities. 

3. A capable workforce to support new and existing industry. 

4. To protect the natural environment and sustainability of the Indian Ocean 

Territories 

5. To Celebrate and maintain the culture and heritage of the Islands. 

Key Stakeholders in the IOT include the Australian Government and the two local Shires, 
business and industry, local Economic Development Consultative Committees, the IOT 
Regional Development Organisation (when it is established) and a number of non- 
government agencies and community groups. An implementation plan with a focus on an 
achievable number of priority actions will be prepared following consultation with key 
stakeholders in the IOT by December 2012.  

This Regional Plan provides an overview of the IOT and has identified many opportunities to 
help develop the region over the next five years. Progress on the Plan will only be achieved 
if the Government, other key stakeholders and the community commit to the directions set 
out in the Plan and agree to cooperate on the delivery priority actions. Importantly, people on 
the Islands need to embrace the need for change if the Islands are to sustain their 
communities into the future. 
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Introduction 
This Plan has been prepared on 
behalf of the Regional Development 
Australia (RDA), Midwest Gascoyne 
Committee. The responsibilities of 
RDA Midwest Gascoyne have been 
extended to include the Indian Ocean 
Territories. The Indian Ocean 
Territories include Christmas Island 
and the Cocos (Keeling) Islands. 

RDA Midwest Gascoyne is part of 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. The Program is funded by 
the Australian Government and state, 
territory and local governments in 
some jurisdictions and is 
administered by the Department of 
Regional Australia, Local 
Government, Arts and Sport.  

RDA committee members are local people developing local solutions to local issues. They 
build partnerships delivering sustainable infrastructure and services to their regions. 
Committees 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. 

The challenges and opportunities facing the Indian Ocean Territories are significantly 
different in the Midwest Gascoyne of Western Australia. For this reason a separate Regional 
Plan for the IOT was prepared.  
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Developing the Regional Plan 
for the Indian Ocean Territories  

Background 

An IOT draft Regional Plan prepared by RDA Midwest Gascoyne was distributed to key 
stakeholders in the IOT in September 2011. Due to limited feedback the RDAMWG 
Committee sought to undertake a more comprehensive investigation of community opinion 
and further review relevant documentation before finalising the Plan.  

The aim of the consultative process was to explore with the key stakeholders and members 
of the community on Christmas Island and Cocos (Keeling) Islands important and emerging 
issues impacting on sustainable development in the Region. It was an iterative process that 
involved a large number of one-on-one interviews, attendance at community meetings, desk 
top research and the preparation of a discussion paper that was used to help validate the 
key strategic directions and prioritise objectives and actions.  

RDA Community Engagement Officer was made well aware the small IOT communities have 
been “over –consulted” on a range of issues and are cynical about the effectiveness of their 
participation community engagement. There have been a large number of consultations 
undertaken to support the preparation of reports and plans, and people indicated that they 
do not see enough action emerging at the end of these processes. The outcomes of some 
processes are not well communicated and the community does not see the things they 
believe are important undertaken and/or dealt with in a timely way.  

Methodology of the present study 

The community engagement process involved approximately 70 interviews undertaken 
between May and September 2012 with representatives of stakeholder organisations and 
individuals. The Community Engagement Officer attended a number of community meetings 
on a variety of topics from both Christmas Island and the Cocos (Keeling) Islands. 
Interviewees included representatives from Local Government, Federal Government, the 
Island Administrator, agency representatives, people from the businesses community, 
representatives of a range of community groups and interested individuals. An effort was 
made to talk with representatives from different cultural groups. All interviews were 
conducted by Regional Development Australia Community Engagement Officer Ms Sue 
Howard and recorded as notes.  

The Economic Development Consultative Groups on Christmas Island and Cocos Keeling 
Island were a primary source of information in relation to issues affecting the business 
community and the local economy and provided an insight into activities being undertaken to 
address those issues. 

The interviews were generally open ended discussions. Some discussions with key 
stakeholder representatives were more targeted, seeking information about particular issues 
and progress on plans or activities that were being undertaken. Information gathered through 
the interviews was summarised and emerging key themes were identified. The frequency 
with which issues were raised provided guidance in identifying the relative importance of the 
issue in the community.  

A summary of the interviews (n70) was used to develop the Indian Ocean Territories 
Regional Plan Discussion Paper, September 2012. This paper presented emerging key 
Strategic Directions with a rationale, objectives and a number of actions. The Discussion 
Paper also condensed information presented in reviews, reports and plans prepared for IOT 
over recent years. Feedback on the Discussion Paper, particularly in relation to priority 
actions, was invited from key stakeholders and the community through a series of six 
feedback sessions and via written submissions.  
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Eight written submissions were received and approximately 65 people attended the 
feedback sessions that were arranged. The feedback received has been incorporated into 
the document as appropriate.  

What is the Regional Plan and why is it important 

This Regional Plan is a strategic, forward looking document informed by work done in the 
development of a great many other plans for the Islands. It seeks to build on the strengths 
and resilience of the Island communities and in many instances gives weight to the progress 
of activities already in train.  

It is a plan for the Region. All RDA Regional Plans incorporate communities from broad 
geographic areas to tackle issues that cross geographic and municipal boundaries. This 
Plan recognises the distinctive characteristics of the communities making up the Cocos 
(Keeling) Islands and Christmas Island. However, the Islands in the Indian Ocean Territories 
also share common characteristics. They include some population characteristics including 
ethnic diversity; remoteness, isolation and absence of nearby regional centres; Australian 
Government national responsibilities in the Territories; the history of the Territories and their 
governance arrangements; the young age of the local government authorities; their small 
size; the nature of their economies and topography which affects access and freight services 
.  

The Plan will provide a framework for dealing with issues regionally. Those issues include 
the narrow and fragile economic base, access to training and jobs, air travel and freight 
services, cost of living and cost of doing business, availability of a skilled and able workforce, 
capacity of community organisations, access to affordable fresh food, protection of the 
natural environment, adaptation to climate change, relationship with the Federal 
Government, access to adequate ITC services and preservation of culture and heritage. 
Some issues will impact on Christmas Island and Cocos (Keeling) Islands to different 
degrees. 

The IOT Regional Plan is a living document that will be subject to an annual review, regular 
reporting and monitoring. The implementation of the Plan will be underpinned by a 
commitment to problem solving, collaboration and action. To achieve its objectives the 
implementation of the Plan will need leadership, advocacy and resources. Importantly, 
people in the community must be regularly informed regarding progress and actively 
involved in decisions that affect their future. 

How will the Plan lead to Action? 

The Plan provides the two tiers of Government functioning in the IOT, the private sector and 
the community with a document identifying the community’s priorities. Some of the 
recommendations in the Plan echo and endorse those made by others in existing reports 
and plans already addressing particular issues in the IOT.  

The Plan provides an agreed focus for activity and initiatives to attract support and resources 
from Government, the community and the private sector. It provides a framework for 
consideration of specific issues and guidance for future development and investment.  

The Plan provides an overview of the physical and social characteristics of the community 
and articulates processes by which the community can achieve its Vision. The Plan also 
describes activities already being undertaken or planned by different agencies.  
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The Timeframe Five Years  

This is the first Regional Plan developed for the Indian Ocean Territories and has a five year 
time frame. This is a relatively short time frame for a three reasons. Firstly, This Regional 
Plan calls for the articulation of a Vision for the IOT from the Federal Government. Given the 
ubiquitous role of the Government in the management and resourcing of activities in the IOT 
it is important to know what plans the Government may have for the future of the Islands. 
Secondly, mining and immigration detention activities of Christmas Island may change 
significantly over the next couple of years and that will alter the speed with which change 
can occur. Thirdly, the Regional Plan must be reviewed annually so there is a capacity to 
refine priorities at regular intervals.  

How is the Plan Structured?  

The following pages include an overview of the location, the people, environment and 
economy of the Region. This part of the plan deals with Christmas Island and the Cocos 
(Keeling) Islands individually. The following section discusses key issues and the broad 
strategic context for the IOT. The next section includes the Vision and Aspirations for the 
IOT that have been expressed by the community and is followed by a section that outlines 
the Strategic Directions for the IOT Regional Plan. The Strategic Directions are supported by 
a Rationale, Objectives and Priority Actions. The role of the RDA in implementing some of 
the priority activities appears in this section which is followed by a list of key stakeholders 
and description of the steps required to progress the priorities expressed in the Plan.  
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Topography and Location  

Christmas Island 

Christmas Island is located in the north-eastern part of the 
Indian Ocean approximately 360 km south of Java, 2,300 
km north-west of Perth. The island has an area of 135 
square km and a coastline of around 139 km. The highest 
point on the island at 361m above sea level and the Island 
is almost completely surrounded by sea cliffs generally 
around 15 m in height. The island is the flattened summit of 
a submarine mountain more than 4,500 m high and most of the island is covered by tropical 
rainforest. 
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Cocos (Keeling) Islands  

Cocos (Keeling) Islands are located in the Indian Ocean 
approximately 2,950 km north-west of Perth, 3,700 km 
west of Darwin and about 975 km west-south-west of 
Christmas Island. The group consists of 27 low lying coral 
atolls with an area of around 14 square kilometres and a 
coastline of 26 km. Home Island and West Island are the 
only two island inhabited in the group. There are 26 islands 
in the south and a single island, North Keeling Island is 24 
km to the North. North Keeling Island is a coral atoll just over a square kilometre of land 
surrounding a lagoon 

The elevation of these islands is generally below 5 m, and most of the islands are between 0 
and 4 m above sea level. The native vegetation that covered southern islands was largely 
removed for the establishment of coconut plantations during the 1800’s. This isolated North 
Keeling coral atoll is in an almost natural state and remains as an example of the original 
vegetation of the region.  
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Overview of the Indian Ocean Territories 
This section sketches the broad issues and supporting data related to the economy, the 
people and environment of the Indian Ocean Territories. This Information is presented 
separately for the two Territories. The key issues and Strategic Directions will present 
information about the Territories combined. The 2011 census data has been used where 
information is available.  

Christmas Island  

The Economy 

For over 100 years the economy of Christmas Island was underpinned by phosphate mining. 
In the last couple of decades there were short periods when the mine has closed, but recent 
decisions by the Federal Government not to approve new mining leases on the Island 
means that phosphate mining will cease.  

Based on the 2006 Census data the estimated Gross Product of Christmas Island was 
$71m, and phosphate mining and directly related contracting and stevedoring activity 
accounted for almost half of all economic activity. Mining directly and indirectly generated 
around 280 full time equivalent jobs which represents and around 40 per cent of the total 
work force. The government sector generated $24.3 million in services that include 
administration, education, environmental management, welfare, law and order, cultural and 
recreational services. Transport and utilities accounted for a further $22.2million.1  

  

                                                

 
1
 The Economic Impacts of Christmas Island Phosphates. The impact of Christmas Island Phosphates on the 

economy of Christmas Island. ACIL Tasman. 2009.  

Data Source ACIL Tasman 
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Completion of Christmas Island’s Immigration Detention Centre (IDC) at North West Point 
and the increased volume of asylum seekers arriving on Christmas and Cocos (Keeling) 
Islands over the last three years significantly impacted on the level of economic activity on 
Christmas Island.  

The IDC employs and contracts over 500 people and routinely accommodates from 1000 to 
2000 detainees. The impacts of the IDC were quantified in an Economic and Social Impact 
Assessment of the Operation of the Christmas Island Immigration Detention Centre 
commissioned by the Australian Government. The Report completed in 2011 is yet to be 
released.  

Tourism contributes between $3-5 million per year with a focus on the natural environment, 
offering mostly nature based activities such as diving, bird-watching and fishing. Tourism 
peaked during 1994 to 1998 when the Christmas Island Casino and Resort operated. When 
the casino closed in 1997, and the Resort in 1998, as many as 250 employees left 
Christmas Island. 2.  

Economic Outlook 

Winding down phosphate mining in the next decade will dramatically impact on the economy 
and requiring the development of existing and new industry sectors to sustain the local 
population. New industry proposed for the IOT to include an expansion of tourism to meet 
the needs of low volume but affluent tourists; agricultural research and horticultural activity 
and research and education, alongside the maintenance of existing businesses and services 
in the IOT.3  

Expansion of scientific research on the Islands could help in the development of ‘white collar’ 
industries, as well as ensure that major/critical environmental research is conducted. This 
could be explored by developing a partnership with a university to establish an on island 
campus. 

Phosphate Mining on Christmas Island 

Open-cut mining of phosphate occurred on the Island for over one hundred years. The 
current company, Phosphate Resources Limited (Christmas Island Phosphates - CIP) was 
started in 1990 by union workers of a former mining company. The company has a current 
mining lease of 2054 hectares until February 2019. In July 2010 the Company’s second 
application for additional mining lease areas to expand mining operations was rejected by 
the Australian Government4. The Company is now exploring extension of its current leases 
there have been favourable indications that an extension is likely.  

 

                                                

 
2
 The Economic Impacts of Christmas Island Phosphates. The impact of Christmas Island Phosphates on the 

economy of Christmas Island. ACIL Tasman. 2009.  

3
 Draft Christmas Island Local Planning Strategy, May 2012, GHD and Calmy Planning and Design.  

4
 PRL Disclosure Notice, June 2010. Available from http://www.phosphateresources.com.au/images/cirp-26-afing.pdf 
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Closure of the mine would see a contraction of the four of the five next most important 
industry sectors including electricity supply, water transport, other construction and services 
for transport and storage5.  

Under normal conditions CIP would annually export approximately 700,000 tonnes of 
phosphate product a year to Australia, New Zealand, Malaysia, Thailand and Indonesia. The 
company claims it can sustain current production levels and is undertaking exploration as a 
strategy to extend the life of the operations6 . The Company has approximately 169 
shareholders (2010: 182) of whom 45% are Christmas Island residents holding 14.3% of the 
total shares issued7.  

The company has wholly owned subsidiaries to handle the stevedoring and fuel 
requirements for the mining operation and is contracted to maintain the Department of 
Immigration and Citizenships property holdings on the island. The company has an older 
and ageing workforce where the median age is 48 years. If the mine operates beyond 2019 
it is anticipated some older workers will retire forcing the company to review its workforce.  

Development of the Tourism Industry 

Over the last decade there have been a number of reports prepared to examine the options 
for the development of alternative industries on Christmas Island. Currently tourism 
operators cater to the active tourist who wants experience of the natural beauty of the Island 
through snorkelling, diving, bird watching and hiking8.  

The Christmas Island Tourism Destination Development Plan recommended that if Tourism 
is to contribute more to the economy there must be substantial growth in the number of 
tourists visiting the Island and the market should be geared to high yield tourists. However, 
at present, infrastructure is not geared to meet the expectations of more affluent visitors. The 
Christmas Island Destination Development Plan 2008 quantifies those developments 
necessary to increase the attraction and competitiveness of the Island as a tourist 
destination9 . The Plan identified the need to improve the availability of quality 
accommodation; airport services including transfers; a better overall tourism experience 
including quality attractions, restaurants and cafes, improved presentation and maintenance 
of public spaces and key infrastructure, signage and interpretation of key sites, walking 
paths and trails, and transport services.  

Securing frequent and well-priced airline services to the Island will also bolster tourism. This 
could be achieved through an allocation for wholesale and leisure based airfares. A skilled 
and competent workforce to service the industry is a further necessity10.  

Island tourism is represented in part by a membership based Tourism Association with 
funding provided by the Australian Government to provide visitor services, destination 
marketing and industry development. It would be beneficial to market both Christmas Island 
and the Cocos (Keeling) Islands under the one banner of the IOT.  

  

                                                

 
5
 The Economic Impacts of Christmas Island Phosphates. The impact of Christmas Island Phosphates on the 

economy of Christmas Island. ACIL Tasman. 2009.  

6
 http://www.cirp.com/projects/christmas_island_operations.phtml 

7
 Annual Report – 20 June 2011, Christmas Island Phosphates. 

8
 www.christmas.com.au 

9
 Christmas Island Destination Development Plan. April 2008. Planning for People 

10
 Christmas Island Destination Development Plan. April 2008. Planning for People 
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Opportunities exist now to improve the accommodation services to be “export ready”. This 
includes expanding the number of professional rather than lifestyle accommodation 
providers; operating fully digital “live” reservations systems and inventory; being prepared to 
work either together or with specialist wholesalers and other third party intermediaries to 
package product and setting agreed standards as individual operators and as a tourism 
destination. A skilled and competent workforce to service the industry will also be required11.  

Previous reports and plans prepared for the IOT expressed directions future development 
should take. A review the of the recommendations of the previous plans is timely as is 
engagement with relevant stakeholders to both plan and to commit to the scale and pace of 
future tourism development on Christmas Island. It is likely that expansion of the sector can 
only occur after mining activity ceases. However, planning and investment in the 
development of tourism product, tourist infrastructure, a service culture and brand 
development and marketing should commence immediately.12 

Immigration Detention 

It is not known if and how the rate of arrivals of asylum seekers on Christmas Island may be 
affected by the Government’s new border protection policies. Any reduction in the number of 
boat arrivals would reduce the number of staff and resources required for the management 
of the facility and its associated services, and negatively impact on economic activity on 
Christmas Island. Evidence gathered as part of the Australian Government’s socio-economic 
assessment of the impact of the Christmas Island Immigration Detention Centre on the local 
community may assist in quantifying what those impacts will be, however at the time of 
writing that information is not available.  

While it is probable the pressure on accommodation will be eased, it is also likely 
supermarkets, restaurants, cafes, and car hire companies, cleaning and laundry services will 
notice a decline in activity. Some local people employed at the IDC may lose their jobs and 
contractors providing services to the IDC may also experience a decline in business. 
Possible benefits to a scaling back in immigration processing on Christmas Island will be a 
lessening of pressure on services such as education, health, police and emergency services, 
power and water.  

A reduction in activity at the IDC would increase the capacity of the community to move 
towards the development of new economic bases for Christmas Island. There has been no 
genuine progress made on the development of new industry sectors in the last couple of 
years as workers and businesses try to keep up with the demands of both the mine and the 
Immigration Detention Facility.  

  

                                                

 
11

 Submission from Manny Papadoulis, Icon Tourism  

12
 The Economic Impacts of Christmas Island Phosphates. The impact of Christmas Island Phosphates on the 

economy of Christmas Island. ACIL Tasman. 2009.  
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Horticulture and Agricultural Research 

The Christmas Island Crown Land Management Plan 2009 identifies Horticulture and 
Agricultural research as a durable economic activity for Christmas Island via the conversion 
of selected mining leases to intensive equatorial agriculture. This emerging economic driver 
has been identified by the community, businesses, the Shire of Christmas Island and the 
Australian Government.  

This Draft Christmas Island Local Planning Strategy recognises the replacement of mining 
with agriculture and aquaculture would meet the some of the Island’s immediate needs while 
at the same time supply potential export markets. To that end a rural zoning covering most 
mining leases has been introduced in the recently formulated Local Planning Scheme No.2 
13.  

In support of this approach a scientific research program known as “Christmas Island Mining 
to Plant Enterprises” or MINTOPE has recently been launched. The overarching purpose of 
MINTOPE is to establish the scientific basis upon which agriculture can be introduced on 
Christmas Island’s exhausted mining leases and to investigate the feasibility of sustainable 
agricultural activities on Christmas Island. 

  

                                                

 
13

 Draft Christmas Island Local Planning Strategy, May 2012. GHD and Calmy Planning and Design 
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Christmas Island Casino  

In 2012 discussions recommenced between the Australian Government and the owner of the 
Christmas Island Resort regarding re-issuing a licence to operate a Casino on Christmas 
Island. When the Christmas island Casino was open in the mid 1990’s it is estimated that the 
annual contribution to the local economy in terms of wages, rates and taxes, and community 
benefit fund contributions was approximately $11M14 .  

There are a number of considerations in a decision to reissue a Casino Licence on 
Christmas Island. The Casino market in the Region has grown substantially since the mid-
nineties. Visitor numbers to the Island and a small casino operation could form part of a 
larger tourism offer and it would generate jobs on the Island. It is a strategy that has assisted 
the economies of remote locations. Some barriers to the project include a review of visa 
arrangements and there would need to be some legislative change for the development to 
proceed15. 

There appears to be community support in principle to the reopening of the Casino, but 
assurances need to be made that the facility would provide employment for local people, 
contribute to the development of community and tourism infrastructure on the Island and that 
measures be put in place to minimise the harm done to local people from problems related 
to gambling.  

Development and Environment Protection on the Island  

Concerns exist in the community and 
among, industry and business regarding 
the extent to which recovery plans on 
Christmas Island will impact on new 
developments.  

A recovery plan as defined under the 
EPBC Act 1999 must provide for the 
research and management actions 
necessary to stop the decline of, and 
support the recovery of, listed threatened 
species. Recovery plans are not in and 
of themselves regulatory documents. 
Actions like the major new developments 
or mining that may impact on matters of 
national environmental significance like 
listed threatened species, are assessed 
under the environmental assessments 
and approval provisions of the EPBC Act 
1999 and other WA Legislation.  

The Shires Town Planning Scheme also 
regulates development activity. These 
provisions / laws apply regardless of if a recovery plan is in place or not. If new private 
investment on the Island is to be achieved the requirements of any regulation must be clear 
and decisions made in a timely way.  

                                                

 
14

 The Economic Impacts of Christmas Island Phosphates. The impact of Christmas Island Phosphates on the 
economy of Christmas Island. 2009 ACIL Tasman.  

15
 The Economic Impacts of Christmas Island Phosphates. The impact of Christmas Island Phosphates on the 

economy of Christmas Island. ACIL Tasman. 2009. ACIL Tasman 
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The People of Christmas Island  

RDA Midwest Gascoyne commissioned a local market and social research business to 
undertake a demographic analysis of the 2011 census data (Larson 2012). That information 
is presented in the following section. 

Population size and growth 

Christmas Island has a small population, which has recently experienced rapid growth 
(Table 1). The estimated resident population was stable though declining slightly between 
2001 and 2006. Between 2006 and 2011 (in which estimates were revised based on the 
2011 census count), the population expanded by more than 700 people or by more than 
50%. This equals an average annual growth rate of 8.7%. Such rapid growth would be a 
challenge for any community but has been especially significant for a small, isolated island 
with a fragile ecology and limited infrastructure and services.  

 

Population composition: age, sex 

The age and structure of the island population demonstrates the classic features of a 
community with economic opportunities for men who relocate without families. The 
population pyramid (Figure 1) shows a preponderance of men in the working ages. 

The recent growth in the population has been driven by the influx of these working age men. 
As Table 2 shows, in 2001 and 2006 the ratio of males to females was not as high as it 
became in 2011. The number of children on the island declined from 450 to 269 while the 
number of youth (particularly aged 20-24) tripled and working aged men doubled from 499 in 
2006 to 1061 in 2011. 

  

 Table 1: Population trends in Christmas Island, 2001, 2006 and 2011 

Estimated resident population 

 2001 1442 

2006 1403 

2011 2165 

Average annual rate of growth (r) 

 2001-2006 -0.5% 

 2006-2011 8.7% 

2001-2011 4.1% 

Absolute annual change in number of residents 

2001-2006 -8 

2006-2011 152 
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Enumerated and usual populations on Census night 

On their 2011 census forms 2072 people reported that they usually lived in Christmas Island. 
On census night, 2280 people were counted on the island. This included 1,999 people who 
said they usually lived there and another 381 people who were visiting; making the 
enumerated population (2380 people) only slightly bigger than the number of usual 
residents. 

Note that the Australian census does not include people from overseas who are visiting. 
Visiting is defined as intending to stay in Australia for less than one year. The detainees 
held on Christmas Island are not included in the census. 

  

Table 2: Population change by age 
group, estimated resident population 
Christmas Island, 2001 – 2011. 

 

2001 2006 2011 

Total population 

  0-14 450 332 269 

15-24 93 141 293 

25-64 852 866 1454 

65 and over 47 64 91 

Totals 1442 1403 2107 

% population 

  0-14 31% 24% 13% 

15-24 6% 10% 14% 

25-64 59% 62% 69% 

65 and over 3% 5% 4% 

Totals 100% 100% 100% 

Male to female ratio 

 0-14 1.02 1.01 1.13 

15-24 1.21 1.71 3.56 

25-64 1.26 1.36 2.70 

65 and over 1.61 2.56 1.68 

Totals 1.18 1.33 2.44 
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Females

Males



21 

 

Ethnicity  

Christmas Island has a diversity of cultures. This is reflected in census data on languages 
spoken at home, birth place, religion and ancestry and has become even more pronounced 
in the 2011 census because of the temporary workers employed at the IDC. 

Only 31% of usual residents were born in Australia, compared to 45% in 2011. Similar to the 
2006 census, many of the 2011 usual residents were born in Malaysia (18%). One out of five 
people (20% or 424 people) identified their ancestry as Chinese; 402 people said they spoke 
a Chinese language at home. Malay or other Southeast Asian language is spoken at home 
by 285 people. 

In addition, 16% of usual residents were born in Iran, 5% in Afghanistan and 4% in Iraq. 
These workers are almost entirely male. Buddhists made up 17% of the population followed 
by 16% Christians and 15% Muslims. Unstated and no religion responses accounted for the 
remainder.  

Australian citizens made up less than half (45%) of usual residents.  

Personal, household and family income 

Western Australian median personal weekly income was $662 in 2011. On Christmas Island 
it was $1020. Figure 2 shows the much higher proportion of people reporting that their own 
income was between $600 and $1999 a week. 

 

More detail on who is earning what will be available once the labour force data is released 
later in 2012. 

Households benefit from these high wages. Table 3 shows that the composition of 
households in Christmas Island is similar to Western Australia. Almost three-quarters of 
households are families, which may take the form of a couple living with or without children 
or a sole parent living with children. Other households are non-family, principally individuals 
living on their own. 

Median weekly household income was reported to be $1722 in Western Australia and $2118 
in Christmas Island. Median family income was $1415 in Western Australia and $1845 in 
Christmas Island. The higher wages as described above is the major reason for the 
difference. However, the composition of the population is also relevant. Table 3 shows that 
some of the biggest differences in weekly family or household income are among couples 
with no children and non-family (single person) households. On Christmas Island there are 
fewer post-retirement people in these household types. More people in working age raises 
median income levels.   
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Figure 2: Weekly personal income of usual residents of Western 
Australia and Christmas Island, 2011 

Western Australia Christmas Island
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Table 3: Household composition and median weekly income, Western Australia and Christmas 
Island, 2011 

 

Western Australia Christmas Island 

Household composition Number % 
Median weekly 

income Number % 

Median 
weekly 
income 

All households 794161 100% $1250-$1499 462 100% $1500-$1999 

 All family households 573705 72% $1500-$1999 338 73% $2000-$2499 

 Couples with no children 226879 29% $1250-$1499 132 29% $2000-$2499 

 Couples with children 262884 33% $2000-$2499 168 36% $2000-$2499 

 One-parent families 85069 11% $800-$999 35 8% $1250-$1499 

 Non-family households 220456 28% $600-$799 124 27% $1000-$1249 

Note: Non-family households include lone person households and group houses. Households that 
did not report income or gave a partial report are not included. 

 

The importance of age structure can be seen in the next two figures which show the higher 
proportion of people in the young working ages, 20-35 years old in Christmas Island. All age 
groups up to age 65 earn more in Christmas Island, but the higher proportion in those 
younger working ages increases the overall wages earned on the island. 

 

  

0%
10%

20%

30%

40%

1
5

-1
9

2
0

-2
4

2
5

-3
4

3
5

-4
4

4
5

-5
4

5
5

-6
4

6
5

-7
4

7
5

-8
4

8
5

 y
e

ar
s

Figure 3: Adult population by five 
year age group, usual residents, 
Western Australia and Christmas 

Island, 2011 

WA

CI
$0

$500

$1,000

$1,500

Figure 4: Median weekly personal 
income (midpoint) by age, 

Western Australia and Christmas 
Island, 2011 

WA

CI



23 

 

Education and training 

Over three-quarters of younger adults on Christmas Island have completed Year 12 
education, consistent with their high paying jobs (Figure 5). Almost one in five people aged 
45-54 years (18%) did not complete year 10 or equivalent. The percentage increases to 42% 
for 55-64 year olds and 55% for people aged 65-74. 

 

As can be seen in Figure 6, compared to Western Australia, the younger adults in Christmas 
Island are more likely to have completed higher levels of schooling and the older adults have 
lower levels. Nonetheless, as the early Figure 4 shows, despite their lower educational 
attainment, the median wage of Christmas Island residents aged 45 to 64 years is much 
more than the median wage of Western Australian of the same age. 
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Figure 6: Highest level of schooling attended, by 
age, usual residents no longer attending school, 
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Housing 

On census night there were 661 dwellings enumerated on Christmas Island (Table 4).16 The 
majority (560 dwellings) were occupied private dwellings.  A small number were non-private 
dwellings (34) or unoccupied private dwellings.  Information on housing tenure, type of 
landlord and rent are not available for the unoccupied dwellings.  Furthermore, out of the 560 
occupied private dwellings, there was no information on tenure type, type of landlord or rent 
for 88 dwellings.  Therefore, information on housing on Christmas Island is restricted to the 
471 occupied private dwellings with information. 

More than one-quarter (27%), slightly less than in Western Australia, were fully owned by 
someone living in the dwelling.  Overall, home ownership is much lower; only 11% of 
dwellings were being purchased through a mortgage, compared to 35% in the state.  
Another major difference in the Christmas Island housing market is the very low level of 
private rentals through a real estate agent.  Instead, rental is either through a housing 
authority, government employers, or directly from owners. 

Table 4: Residential tenure of private occupied dwellings, Western Australia and 
Christmas Island, 2011. 

 
Western Australia Christmas Island 

Total owner-occupier 64% 37% 

Owned outright 29% 27% 

Owned with a mortgage 35% 11% 

Total rented 28% 46% 

Real estate agent 12% 2% 

Housing Authority 4% 19% 

Relative not in house 2% 1% 

Other person not in house 6% 11% 

Residential park 0% 0% 

Government employer 1% 10% 

Other employer 2% 3% 

Housing cooperative/ community group 1% 0% 

Landlord type not stated 1% 1% 

Other 
  

Other tenure type 1% 1% 

Total % 100% 100% 

Total number of occupied private dwellings 851,396 560 

Median rent $300 $81 

   The reported median weekly rents for the two jurisdictions are listed at the bottom of Table4. 

 

 

                                                

 

16
 In some census tables the total number of dwellings is reported as 660. 
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The rent paid in Christmas Island is very low, less than one-third the rent paid in Western 
Australia.  The likely reason is that many of the renters have their housing expenses paid by 
their government employer or are eligible, possibly through their employment, for housing 
authority housing.  For example, from the 2011 census tables available in the extended 
community profile indicates half of the family households who rent pay less than $100 per 
week and almost all of those households report weekly household income over $1000.  
Table 6 gives more detail on the reported median weekly rents paid for dwellings, by 
landlord type.  Table 6 does not include visitor only households or households that did not 
report how much they paid in rent. Ten per cent of the households renting and containing a 
usual resident did not state the amount of their rent (26 households out of 261 renting 
households). 

 

Table 6: Median weekly rent reported for households with a usual resident, Christmas Islands, 
2011 

Landlord type Median weekly rent 

Real estate agent $300-$324 

Government housing authority $75-$99 

Relative not in house $1-$74 

Not relative - not in house $275-$299 

Government employer $1-$74 

Other employer $0 

 

On census night there were 33 households (including lone person households, group 
houses and visitor only households) living in non-private dwellings. Of those, six were living 
in hotels or similar, five in the detention centre where they worked and 22 in staff quarters. 
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The Environment  

Christmas Island is the summit of a submarine mountain that rises 4,500 meters from the 
ocean floor and emerges above sea level to a height of just over 300m. At the surface of the 
Island is porous limestone derived from ancient coral reefs and phosphate which lies over 
volcanic basalt rock17.  

The Island is covered with a uniquely structured tropical rainforest which supports many 
endemic plants and species of land crabs, including several species listed as threatened 
under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) . The 
surrounding marine environment supports a spectacular range of coral reef species and fish, 
and migratory marine species including whale sharks. The Island’s natural values attract 
tourists from around the globe – so the future of the Islands tourism relies on healthy 
ecosystems and robust populations of native species18 .  

 

The Christmas Island National Park  

Christmas Island National Park was first declared in 1980 with stages two and three 
declared and incorporated into one park in 1989. The park covers 64 per-cent of the islands 
land mass, as well as a small but ecologically important adjacent marine area and is a 
Commonwealth reserve protected under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 1999. Around 4 per-cent of the Island is taken up by settlement and 
associated facilities, 14 per-cent by phosphate mining activities and 18 per-cent is 
Unallocated Crown Land. Some of those mine sites are surrounded by the National Park.  

The Christmas Island National Park is the only declared nature conservation area on 
Christmas Island and is central to the protection and preservation of the natural features of 
the Island which include: 

 an area of uniquely structured tropical rainforest 

 unique wildlife, including 254 endemic taxa and 165 taxa occurring nowhere else in 
Australia and 110 species listed as threatened, migratory or marine under the 
Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act). 

 nesting colonies of large populations of diverse Indian Ocean seabirds  

 internationally diverse and abundant populations of land crabs, including an 
estimated 45 million red crabs, endemic blue crabs and the world’s largest population 
of the world’s largest land crab, the robber crab.  

 largely intact fringing coral reefs and waters which support a number of marine 
species with over 600 fish species, including hybrid marine fauna  

 significant geomorphological features including the Island terraces and cave 
systems,  

 a scenic landscape  

 the Dales and Hosnie’s Spring wetlands which are listed as Wetlands of International 
Importance under the Ramsar Convention  

 opportunities for ecological studies of long term processes of dispersal, immigration, 
adaptation, colonisation, predation, extinction and how these events influence 
species  

                                                

 
17

 Shire of Christmas Island. Draft Christmas Island Local Planning Strategy. May 2012. GHD and Calmy 
Planning and Design 

18
 Australian Government. Director of National Parks. Recovery plan for native species and ecosystems. Fact 

Sheet 2012.  
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 the park also contributes to the islands economy by helping support commercial 
tourism activities and businesses, but there is potential for the park to make a greater 
contribution to the islands economy, through the sustainable development of eco-
tourism 

 provides environmental services and products such as filtering and provision of 
drinking water for human use.”19  

 

Threats to the natural environment  

Over a century of open-cut phosphate mining and human habitation have impacted 
significantly on the Island. Over the years mining of particularly primary evergreen tall 
rainforests has destroyed some and impacted on other habitat of native animal and plant 
species, including removal of nesting habitat for the EPBC listed seabird, the Abbott’s booby. 
The absence of strict quarantine controls for most of the island’s settlement, until relatively 
recently, mean that ecosystems and native species of significant conservation value are 
under threat from invasive plants and animals. Invasive species management is therefore 
critical to the protection of the natural environment on Christmas Island, and not just within 
the National Park 

An EPBC Act recovery plan is being prepared for Christmas Island that brings together the 
existing nine recovery plans that cover 10 species. The recovery plan will extend the number 
of species identified as it aims to address cross tenure threats, especially invasive species 
like crazy ants, cats, rats and weeds, to a range of native species and take an ecosystem 
wide approach to the protection of Christmas Island’s bio-diversity.  

An Expert Working Group (EWG) finalised a report in September 2010 which made 32 broad 
ranging recommendations about the environmental management of the Island and noted an 
ongoing concern with a failure to resolve conservation issues on Christmas Island, such as 
biosecurity issues. Many of the current problems, the EWG say, have emerged from invasive 
species establishing on the whole island, not just in the National Park.20  

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 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.21 
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 Christmas Island National Park. Draft Management Plan. 2012-2022 pg. 2 

20
 Report of the Christmas Island Expert Working Group 2010 

21
 Report of the Christmas Island Expert Working Group 2010 
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Christmas Island has undergone dramatic losses of the Island's endemic Red Crab 
(Gecarcoidea natalis) populations. 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 
is potentially a major tourist attraction. However, evidence from island wide monitoring in 
2009 to 2011 shows that the red crab population decline may have halted and slightly 
recovered by about 5% to about 45 million. 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). 22 

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 but they warn that a 'business as usual' approach for the future management of the 
Island will fail. If that occurs 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. 

The Australian Government has prepared a response to the recommendations EWG and 
support wholly, in part, or in-principle (generally subject to the availability of additional 
resources) 29 out of 32 of the recommendations of the EWG Report.23  

The Christmas Island recovery plan for native species and ecosystems and the Christmas 
Island National Park Management Plan 2012 – 2022 have integrated relevant 
recommendations of the Expert Working Group report into a plan for action for the next 10 
years. The great challenge will be the attraction of additional resources needed to address 
the priority issues as they have been identified. The capacity to enforce biosecurity 
measures and implement cross tenure invasive species control, particularly cats and rats, 
needs to be more actively pursued. 
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 Report of the Christmas Island Expert Working Group 2010 

23
 Australian Government Response to the Recommendations of the Christmas Island Expert Working Group, Prepared 

by Parks Australia. Department of Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population and Communities. 
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The (Draft) Christmas Island National Park Management Plan 2012-
2022 

The Draft Plan deals with a number of issues identified in the Report of the Expert Working 
Group (and a number of other reports) relating to the management of the Park and how its 
natural and cultural values will be managed protected and conserved. The Plan will focus on 
the maintaining the natural state of landscapes and seascapes and their associated 
ecosystems and processes as far as possible by addressing threats, particularly invasive 
species. It will include actions for ecosystem rehabilitation, particularly in areas that were 
formerly subject to phosphate mining to increase the viable habitat for native flora and fauna. 
Areas of cultural and heritage significance including temples and other sites that attract 
visitors are also in the Park and access are to be described and human impacts minimized 
on the Parks natural values. 

The Plan acknowledges the value of the Park to the experience of visitors to the Island and 
the contribution that sustainable nature based tourism can make to the islands economy. 
Visitor use will be encouraged and supported and this may include low impact, high yield 
commercial tourism activities, such as tours and eco-accommodation. Implementation of the 
Plan will be enhanced by the development and the maintenance of strong working 
relationships with a range of stakeholders including the community, private industry, other 
government and non-government agencies and research institutions. It is anticipated that 
this approach will have a range of benefits helping generate support for Island wide 
conservation efforts, research and nature based tourism initiatives.24  
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Cocos (Keeling) Islands 

Economy 

The economy and population of the Cocos (Keeling) Islands is significantly smaller than that 
of Christmas Island. It was estimated in 2009 that the gross product of the Cocos (Keeling) 
Islands, which relies on a services industry consisting of Government and Tourism services, 
is estimated to provide returns of $15 million per annum. 25 The Cocos Island Cooperative 

(CICS) manages a supermarket and some tourism services such as a motel, restaurant and 
duty-free shop on the West Island. The CICS also has contracts to manage stevedoring 
services, the ferry service, public transport service and airport services.  

There are approximately 30 small business listings on the Islands some which service the 
tourism sector. The businesses include a construction and maintenance company, trade 
services, accommodation, restaurants, an arts enterprise, cultural tour operator, small retail 
shops and water based tourism experiences. 26 

There are a number of issues that affect business development on Cocos (Keeling) Islands 
including; the high cost of goods and services inflated by the cost of air and shipping freight; 
postal delivery is slow and costly; availability of housing; the limitations of information 
communication technology services; high levels of complex bureaucracy; access to 
affordable insurance; land availability for development; limited number of permanent 
essential tradespeople and an absence of tourism infrastructure. 

While there are higher levels of unemployment and underemployment on Home Island 
compared with the mainland Australia and the West Island, there is often a shortage of 
skilled workers or tradespeople available to fill vacancies on West Island27. 

Economic Outlook  

As with Christmas Island, tourism offers the greatest opportunities for growth. Presently the 
Cocos (Keeling) Islands tourism sector is very small and subject to capacity constraints. 
There is interest in the development of new tourism accommodation and the industry will 
require the maintenance and development of smaller professional operators offering 
activities and experiences to visitors. Other opportunities identified as part of the Economic 
Development Strategy to diversify the local economy, although at a smaller scale, include 
aquaculture and agriculture.  

There is a focus is on increasing the capacity for small business enterprises in retail, small 
scale manufacturing and trades including artisan industries, and horticulture and aquaculture 
to meet local demand. The Shire's Vision 2010 proposed a number of initiatives including the 
co-location of enterprise of a similar so as to gain economies of scale. These initiatives 
include a retail precinct and a business park precinct on Home Island which would provide a 
focal point for small shops and a shed. Also on Home Island would be a cultural Precinct 
incorporating the existing Oceanic Gardens, cemetery and museum28. On West Island the 

Shire proposes to establish a retail and tourism precinct.  
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 Inquiry into the changing economic environment in the Indian Ocean Territories Joint Standing Committee on 
the National Capital and External Territories. March 2010 

26
 Cocos Island Telephone Directory 

27
 Inquiry into the changing economic environment in the Indian Ocean Territories Joint Standing Committee on 

the National Capital and External Territories. March 2010 

28
 The Vision 2010 is also described in a series of power point slides on the Shires website www shire.cc/your 

council/council documents /vision-2010.html 
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The Outline Development Plan for the Quarantine Station was prepared in 2010, but the 
Plan should be reviewed as the current use of the facilities for immigration detention was not 
foreshadowed. The DRA prepared a Crown Land Management Plan in 2009 which made a 
number of recommendations regarding development on the Islands including suitable areas 
to accommodate expansion of residential and commercial activities.  

If small business is to flourish, much needs to be done to build local capacity. One 
conclusions of the Community Capacity Assessment is relevant here:  

“The Business Sector is functioning poorly, hampered as it is by a lack of internal 
communication or structure. It would benefit greatly by the development of a local 
business body which would then be able to assist in lobbying on specific issues such 
as shipping and transport issues, under-resourcing, lack of facilities and staff, and 
poor telecommunications, all of which now beset the individual business owners who 
make up this sector29.” 

The Community Capacity Assessment also noted that tourism to the islands was unlikely to 
increase without a concerted effort to build local leadership and capacity and for there to be 
a whole-of-community approach to reduce obstacles to tourism. The assessment noted lack 
of marketing as well as suitable accommodation as additional barriers30. 

The primary industry sector is also in need of expansion. A sole aquaculture farm currently 
represents the majority of activity. This relatively small but successful enterprise dominates 
the sector. Opportunities exist to expand this sector via a range of small-scale industries, 
sufficient for the needs of the island at a minimum, but ideally with scope for a small volume 
of higher value exports. A group of local people have been attempting to build this 
opportunity, an example is flavoured sea salt produced on the islands. An agronomic trial is 
being undertaken on CKI west of the Quarantine Station site with similar objectives to the 
“MIINETOPE” project running on Christmas Island. Its purpose is to establish the scientific 
basis upon which agriculture can be effectively conducted on the Cocos (Keeling) Islands. 

Limits should be determined for the capacity of both permanent residents and visitors to the 
islands in terms of infrastructure and services such as power, water and waste disposal. 
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 Roughan S, Casement D, Simpson V, Stovell S, A Community Capacity Assessment of the Long-Term 
Residents of the Cocos (Keeling) Islands. 2011, pg. 5. 
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The People of Cocos (Keeling) Islands 

Population size and growth 

The Cocos (Keeling) Islands have a very small population, numbering an estimated 564 
residents in June 2011 (Table 1). The estimated resident population has been almost stable, 
declining at a very slow rate between for the past decade.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Population 
composition: age, 
sex 

The age and structure of the 
population islands 
demonstrates the classic 
features of a remote 
community with few 
opportunities for youth. The 
distinctive ‘bite’ out of the 
pyramid at ages 15 to 24 
represents young people 
leaving the Islands for 
education or employment 
opportunities.  

Table 2 shows the number of 
children and youth declining 
in absolute and relative terms 
since 2001, while there have 
been small increases in the 
number of working aged and 
older people. 

  

 Table 1: Population trends in Cocos Islands, 2001, 2006 and 2011 

Estimated resident population 

 2001 600 

2006 590 

2011 564 

Average annual rate of growth (r) 
 

2001-2006 -0.3% 

 2006-2011 -0.9% 

2001-2011 -0.6% 

Absolute annual change in number of residents 

2001-2006 -2 

2006-2011 -5 
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Figure 1: Estimated resident population of Cocos (Keeling) 
Islands, June 2011 
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Enumerated and usual populations on Census night 

In total 524 people reported that they usually lived on the Cocos Islands and 524 of them 
were on the islands on census night. A further 97 people were enumerated on the islands 
but reported they usually lived somewhere else, mostly in Western Australia. This made the 
enumerated population 618.  

Ethnicity  

Cocos Island \residents are divided by distance and culture. Two of the islands comprising 
the territory are populated: West Island and Home Island.31 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. 

 

                                                

 
31

 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%20Capacit
y%20Audit%20Final%20v3%20June%202011.pdf  

Table 2: Population change by age group, estimated resident population, Cocos 
Islands, 2001 – 2011. 

 

2001 2006 2011 

Total population 

  0-14 173 148 135 

15-24 54 67 34 

25-64 339 331 341 

65 and over 34 44 49 

Totals 600 590 559 

% population 

  0-14 29% 25% 24% 

15-24 9% 11% 6% 

25-64 57% 56% 61% 

65 and over 6% 7% 9% 

Totals 100% 100% 100% 

Male to female ratio 

 0-14 1.08 0.87 1.05 

15-24 1.45 0.56 0.63 

25-64 0.99 1.07 1.03 

65 and over 1.43 1.10 1.72 

Totals 1.08 0.95 1.04 
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According to the 2011 census, almost all (84%) of usual residents in the territory were born 
in Australia, which includes the Cocos (Keeling) Islands, and 94% are Australian citizens. 
Three quarters (74%) of residents speak Malay at home and tree-quarters (76%) of the 
population are Muslim. 

Personal income  

Western Australian median personal weekly income was $662 in 2011. In Cocos Islands it 
was $478. Figure 2 shows that people living on Cocos Islands are more likely to make a 
weekly income under $600 than people in Western Australia. Income can be from any 
source, such as salary, government benefits or interest. 

 

Housing and household and family income 

On census night there were 143 occupied private dwellings on the Cocos Islands; 140 were 
described as a detached house. Home ownership is rare. Only 13% or 18 dwellings are 
owned or being purchased by a person living in the house. Renting through a government 
housing authority accounts for 38% of households’ dwellings and other tenure arrangements 
make up the rest. As Table 3 shows, these tenure arrangements are very different than 
those found in Western Australia. 

There is some evidence of overcrowding in island homes. The average household size in 
Western Australia as 2.6. In Cocos Islands it is 3.8. Since most homes (80%) on the islands 
have 3 or 4 bedrooms, the average number of persons per bedroom is not substantially 
different: 1.1 people in Western Australia and 1.2 people in Cocos Islands. 

Investigating housing through the census becomes more difficult when the focus shifts from 
households to families. Although there are 143 occupied private dwellings, there are 172 
family households. At least 30 families are living within other family homes, most likely two or 
three generations living together. 
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Figure 2: Weekly personal income of usual residents aged 15 years and over in 
Western Australia and Cocos (Keeling) Islands, 2011 

Western Australia Cocos Islands
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Table 3: Residential tenure of private occupied dwellings, Western Australia and Cocos 
(Keeling) Islands, 2011. 

 
Western Australia Cocos Islands 

Total owner-occupier 68% 13% 

Owned outright 30% 10% 

Owned with a mortgage 38% 3% 

Total rented 29% 66% 

Real estate agent 13% 0% 

Housing Authority 4% 38% 

Relative not in house 2% 

6% Other person not in house 6% 

Residential park 0% 

Government employer 1% 

15% Other employer 2% 

Housing cooperative/ community group 1% 

Not stated 1% 

 Other 
  

Other tenure type 1% 15% 

Tenure type not stated 2% 7% 

Total % 100% 100% 

Total number of occupied private dwellings 794,159 143 

Median rent $300 $135 

 

The low, stable rents also reflects the stable population, which does not create a demand for 
new housing although consultations suggest that young people find it difficult to locate 
places of their own. 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.32  

The reported median weekly rent for the two jurisdictions is listed at the bottom of Table 3. 
The rent paid on Cocos Islands is less than half that paid in Western Australia and is actually 
lower than the median rent of $150 reported in the 2006 census. The low rent is partly due to 
the large proportion of housing authority homes.  

The complexity of household structures, by mainstream Australian standards, means that 
family and household income needs to be interpreted carefully and direct comparisons with 
Western Australia are not straight-forward, although they are shown in Table 4. The overall 
high median weekly income of households in Cocos Islands ($1500-$1999) is a result of 
multiple families living in the same household. The very low median weekly income for 
couples with no children probably represent older couples living with their adult children’s 
families. 

                                                

 
32

 http://www.shire.cc/your-council/council-documents/vision-2010.html 

http://www.shire.cc/your-council/council-documents/vision-2010.html
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Table 4: Household composition and median weekly income, Western Australia and Cocos 
Islands, 2011 

 

Western Australia Cocos Islands 

Household composition Number % 
Median weekly 

income Number 

Median 
weekly 
income 

All households 794161 100% $1250-$1499 143 $1500-$1999 

 All family households 573705 72% $1500-$1999 172 $1000-$1249 

 Couples with no children 226879 29% $1250-$1499 64 $200-$299 

 Couples with children 262884 33% $2000-$2499 101 $1250-$1499 

 One-parent families 85069 11% $800-$999 7 n/a 

 Non-family households 220456 28% $600-$799 9 n/a 

Note: Non-family households include lone person households and group houses. Median incomes 
do not include households / families for which income data is incomplete. The ABS has randomly 
generated numbers to fill small cells. No confidence should be placed in the absolute size of very 
small calls such as the number of one-parent families. 

Education and training 

Figure 3 illustrates the profound generational change in education among residents of Cocos 
Islands. All 15 to 19 year olds no longer attending school have completed Year 12 or 
equivalent. Because of small numbers, there is fluctuation in the figures, but it appears that 
among people aged 20 to 44, about half completed Year 12. Older adults had much less 
schooling and a considerable proportion did not attend school at all.  

Completing high school in the Cocos (Keeling) Islands context, where there are few 
employment opportunities, is certain to create a sense of frustration. There are those who 
wish to return to their homes but there is little available, meaningful work so younger people 
must head to the mainland of Australia or elsewhere for work.  

 

 

 

  

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

15-19 20-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74

Figure 3: Highest level of schooling completed, usual 
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The Environment  

The Islands are built of coral clinker and algal sand on the edge of a coral reef. The Islands 
have been created by the actions of wind and waves the highest point on the Home and the 
West Islands is around 4 metres above sea level. The soil is alkaline and thin with low 
nutrient levels and is made up of a combination of sand and coral rubble with small amounts 
of organic matter. There has been some soil imported to help grow vegetables and fruit. 

There is a dense cover of coconut palms on most of the Islands left over from the Copra 
Industry There are clumps of Pandanus on some of the Eastward facing shores of the 
lagoon and the ocean sides of the Eastern islands. There were extensive stands of the local 
Ironwood (Cordia subcordata) but because of its value as construction timber it is now 
reduced to small Clumps33.  

Except for the North Keeling Island there is little animal life of the Islands besides land crabs 
and seabird populations. The marine life is quite different and about 528 species of fish have 
been recorded in the seas of the Cocos (Keeling) Islands. Two species of dolphin frequent 
the Island waters and green turtles and the hawksbill turtle are abundant in the waters 
around the Islands. There are also coral, molluscs, crustaceans and varieties of starfish.34  

Pulu Keeling National Park  

The Cocos (Keeling) Islands include to the Pulu Keeling National Park; the smallest National 
Park in the Commonwealth. It is in a near pristine natural state and is an internationally 
recognised seabird rookery and is listed as a wetland of international importance under the 
Ramsar Convention. The forests and other flora of the Island are examples of the original 
vegetation of the region. The preservation of the flora and fauna, and marine environment is 
managed in part through controlled visitor access. 35 

Threats to the natural environment  

On Cocos (Keeling) Islands the greatest danger to the environment may be the 
disengagement of the local population. The Community Capacity Assessment 2011 
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. Similar frustrations at not being engaged are expressed by 
Christmas Island residents36.  

The need for quarantine services on the Cocos (Keeling) Islands has increased with the 
number of asylum seeker boats arriving on the Cocos (Keeling) Islands from Sri Lanka. Of 
great concern is the possibility of further strandings of boats on Pulu Keeling National Park.  

There are other threats to the environment posed by introduced species like Siam weed and 
there is an eradication program in place to help manage the problem. There are moves to 
increase the involvement of the Department of Fisheries to monitor fishing activities by local 
people.  
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 Local Planning Strategy. Shire of Cocos Keeling Islands. 2007  

34
 Pulu Keeling National Park Management Plan. Director National Parks. 2004  

35
 Pulu Keeling National Park Management Plan. Director National Parks. 2004  

36
 A Community Capacity Assessment of the Long-Term Residents of Christmas Island. S. Roughan, D. 

Casement, V. Simpson and S. Stovell. May 2011 
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Key Regional Issues  

Legislative and Administrative Arrangements in the IOT 

Christmas Island and Cocos Islands are non-self-governing Territories of Australia, currently 
administered by the Department of Regional Australia, Local Government, Arts and Sports 
(DRA). An Administrator for the IOT is based on Christmas Island. The Administrator 
represents the Minister for DRA in the IOT and is appointed by the Governor-General.  

The Cocos (Keeling) Islands became an Australian Territory in 1955. The Cocos (Keeling) 
Islands Act 1955, provides the legislative basis for the Territory's administrative, legislative 
and judicial systems. In 1984 the Cocos 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 Islands to respect their 
religious beliefs, traditions and culture37.  

After the Second World War, Christmas Island existed as a separate Crown Colony under 
the jurisdiction of Singapore. Its transfer to Australia was completed in 1958 and the 
Christmas Island Act 1958 provides the legislative base for the Islands administration, 
legislation and judicial system38.  

The Territories Law Reform Act 1992 inserted provisions into the Christmas Island Act 1958 
and the Cocos (Keeling) Islands Act 1955 and introduced a contemporary body of Australian 
law extending to the residents of the IOT the same rights, responsibilities and obligations as 
other Australians. The Federal Government has discretion over the application or partial 
application of such laws. It means that Western Australian laws apply in the Territories as if 
they were Australian Government laws. 

The second tier of government in the IOTs is local government. The Shires are similar to 
shire councils operating in Western Australia under the provisions of the Local Government 
Act 1995 (WA). The first elections were held in 1993. 

The kind of services typically provided by a state government elsewhere in Australia are 
provided through 40 Service Delivery Agreements (SDAs) with departments of the Western 
Australian Government, with costs met by the Australian Government. These SDAs describe 
arrangements to provide State-type services to the IOT. Additionally there are other 
Australian Government services provided including quarantine, customs, federal police and 
immigration. The Australian Government also has staff in Canberra, Perth and in the IOT 
involved in managing and delivering services, and preparing policy and strategies that affect 
the IOT.  

The Australian Governments also funds housing, health services, local government, 
community (e.g., public halls) and physical infrastructure including roads, ports and airports. 
In the last five years significant additional funds were allocated to the IOT to support the 
border protection and immigration services on Christmas Island. Funds were also provided 
for upgrades to the sewerage system, government housing, power supply, port facilities, 
waste management and tip services.  

This is a complex legislative and administrative arrangement that many people involved with 
the Administration of the Islands and the community have difficulty comprehending. It 
increases both the time and cost of making decisions for the Shires and DRA. This is 
primarily because the prevailing laws and the appropriately empowered decision maker need 
first to be identified.  
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Increasing the responsibilities and decision making powers of the Administrator and DRA 
staff in the IOT and the Shires may improve transparency and efficiency. Better and more 
frequent communications between the DRA and stakeholders in the IOT regarding progress 
on plans and the allocation of resources is also needed. The consultation and feedback 
processes in place for the review of SDAs require ongoing support to ensure that the 
contribution of local people and users of services is meaningful and valued.  

The work required to address a range of issues in the IOT is already articulated in a number 
of Australian Government funded reports and reviews. These reports cover such topics as 
crown land management, local planning strategies, energy efficiency, accommodation, 
National Park management, and climate change and tourism development. How information 
contained in these reports is used to inform decision making is generally a mystery to 
communities in the IOT.  

The Australian Government makes significant financial commitments to the maintenance 
and development of a range of services and infrastructure in the IOT. But there is no plan 
available to the public detailing what the community should routinely expect from the DRA in 
the IOT, and if the DRA achieve what they set out to do each year. A simple description of 
the services to be delivered by the DRA each year to the communities of the IOT and how 
the assets of the Government in the IOT are to be developed and managed over time would 
improve the accountability of the Department and the transparency of its operations.  

The Shire Councils are relatively new and inexperienced when compared with other Local 
Government authorities. IOT communities are still building the physical and social 
infrastructure required for effective service delivery.  

Climate Change and Adaptation  

The Indian Ocean Territories Climate Change Risk Assessment was completed for the 
Australian Government by AECOM in 2010. It provides a comprehensive overview of the 
climate change risks affecting the Territories and the possible impacts. While there is 
uncertainty about timelines and degrees of change, the impacts are likely to include; sea 
level rises and inundation, damage to coastal areas, bleaching of coral reefs, impacts on 
vulnerable ecosystems, risks to water supplies, buildings and infrastructure, human health 
and safety, culture and traditions and economic activity.  

On Cocos (Keeling) Islands, Home and West Islands have elevations between 1 – 4m above 
sea level. Any change in the mean sea level, combined with the effects of storm surge 
associated with large storms or cyclones, are likely to have dramatic consequences on 
settlements and the water supply on the Islands39. Already roads and other infrastructure are 
under threat with extensive sea walls and sand bagging in key locations. Increasing sea 
surface temperature, rising sea level, physical damage from storms and tropical cyclones 
are very likely to affect the health of coral reefs of the IOT, especially CKI.  

In relation to Christmas Island, the report concluded that it is less vulnerable to the potential 
impacts of sea level rise than the Cocos (Keeling) Islands. This is because Christmas Island 
is reasonably protected from a rise in sea levels because it rests on a sea mount which is at 
its highest point 360 meters above the sea and is almost completely surrounded by sea 
cliffs. However, low lying areas with exposed beaches could be affected by a general sea 
rise and increased frequency and magnitude of sea surges. This includes Flying Fish Cove 
which has a small harbour and is home to one-third of the island's population.  
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The distinctive ecosystems, particularly the terrestrial forests - which are highly sensitive to 
increases in temperature and humidity, and a number of endemic species on Christmas 
Island, will be vulnerable to impacts associated with climate change. There may also be 
increased risks associated with wildfire40.  

Adapting to climate change involves preparation and a capacity to respond appropriately. 
Different levels of Government and the community need to cooperate to be better appraised 
of the risks and identify strategies to cope with change. It is critically important that the 
community is involved in adaptation planning and decision making to address the impacts of 
climate change.  

There is already evidence on the Cocos (Keeling) Islands that changes sea level and the 
movement of sands around the Islands are causing significant coastal erosion impacting on 
infrastructure on both Home and West Islands. There is also a need to improve the capacity 
to shelter residents (and visitors) in the event of a cyclone and undertake a program to 
ensure homes and community infrastructure meets cyclone ratings.  

Water and Waste Management  

There is limited information regarding the Christmas Island's water resources. Most of the 
Island’s water is drawn from a natural source at Jedda Cave, but there is an absence of 
detailed knowledge about the Island’s water catchment areas and capacity. The Report for 
Crown Land Management Plan for the Indian Ocean Territories, Christmas Island 
recommends the Australian Government undertake as a priority “the assessment of the 
Island’s basalt geology and profile in order to identify the extent and capacity of the Island’s 
groundwater source catchment”41. 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. Determining the appropriate location for industrial and land fill 
activities, and population growth should be informed by the location and availability of water 
supplies42.  

The Australian Government provided qualified support to the recommendations of the 
Christmas Island Expert Working Group, calling for much greater regulation of water use and 
environmental scrutiny of water allocation. The report noted that “the continued lack of 
understanding of the Island’s water resources leads to potentially unsustainable water 
extraction, reductions in water quality and negative impacts on biodiversity and groundwater 
dependent ecosystems, including Ramsar wetlands and subterranean cave systems.”43 

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. The need for a desalination plant on Home Island has been 
identified but so far not provided. 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 water44. 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.  
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 The Report for Crown Land Management Plan for the Indian Ocean Territories Christmas Island, 2009, GHD pg. 52. 
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 Draft Christmas Island Local Planning Strategy, May 2012, GHD  
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 Australian Government Response to the Recommendations of the Christmas Island Expert Working Group 

Prepared by: Parks Australia, Department Of Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population and Communities. October 
2011, Pg. 3 
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Air access, freight and cost of goods  

The islands are reliant on the transport of all materials to the islands via sea freight (once 
every 6 – 8 weeks) or passenger flights with air freight. This includes the majority of 
fruit/vegetables and perishable produce. Other Shipping at Christmas Islands includes the 
shipment of Phosphate to mainly Asian ports. 

Food is freighted to the Islands because growing and producing food in the IOT for 
commercial purposes has proved a difficult and expensive exercise over the years. The 
production of food has been hampered by access to viable land, management of insects and 
disease and the availability of labour. There is some small scale food production being 
undertaken on the Cocos Islands by Home Islanders with access to small garden plots to 
raise chickens and grow vegetables. There is also a small aquaculture business on the 
Cocos (Keeling) Islands but this is not supplying a local market. There is a small commercial 
operation producing some fruit and vegetables on Christmas Island and individuals with 
commercial fishing licences, but these businesses cannot meet the fresh food requirements 
of the Islands. 

Regular and reliable shipping is of paramount importance to the communities, but with such 
small volumes there is little prospect of increased traffic or new competitors entering the 
market. 

Since April 2010 Virgin Blue has operated an air service to IOT contract with the Australian 
Government. The service currently provides for four return services to Christmas Island and 
three weekly return services to Cocos (Keeling) Islands. 

There is 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 Australian Government. This causes problems for 
international travellers as flights cannot be easily booked by travel agents. 

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. However, in the last three years additional irregular services have 
been provided as the need arose.  

Police and Emergency Management  

The Australian Federal Government provides policing services to the IOT. The Islands are 
regarded by local people to be very safe. In addition to normal functions the police may be 
required to undertake other duties relating to immigration detention, processing of aircraft 
and ships and the coordination of emergency operations. Recently there have been 
significant demands made on the local police force because of issues arising from 
immigration detention and maritime emergencies.  

Responding to disasters requires not only the police but a number of other services and 
community organisations. The remoteness, isolation and absence of nearby regional centres 
means it is critically important the community, volunteers and emergency services are well 
resourced and prepared to manage emergencies and their aftermath.  
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Capacity to manage emergency risks 

Recently the Islands have faced emergency situations requiring significant community 
responses. Similar emergencies are likely to occur in the future, highlighting the need to 
maintain, and enhance wherever possible, appropriate emergency management 
arrangements.  

Emergency management can be defined as a range of plans, structures, and arrangements 
that are established to manage risks to communities and the environment. The small 
population, geographic isolation, exposure to natural and technological hazards and limited 
resource base combine to make the islands vulnerable to the effects of emergency events. 

Emergency management is an over-arching consideration which applies to all development 
activities. Comprehensive emergency management strategies and arrangements are 
necessary to ensure that communities are protected from harm, and that development gains 
are not eroded by the impact of emergency events. 

Development can only be fully sustainable when the range of factors which have the 
potential to generate emergencies are properly considered, and relevant emergency 
management measures are put in place to prevent or minimize the possibility of 
emergencies occurring. 

Bodies responsible for policy-making should ensure emergency management strategies and 
arrangements are appropriately coordinated across agencies and sectors, and should 
ensure the integration of emergency management practices into sectoral development plans. 
Ideally, emergency management initiatives should provide a significant overall development 
benefit when fully incorporated into the regional development landscape. 

Strategies to improve the resilience and capacity of leaders and organisations in the Indian 
Ocean Territories will contribute to the protection of communities should emergencies occur 
in the future. 

Education, Training and Industry Development  

Preparing for a diversified economy will require the development of a skilled and adaptable 
workforce. Providing meaningful work for people who have grown up and lived in the IOT 
has emerged as an important issue for local people. On Christmas Island there are very low 
levels of unemployment as both the mine and the Immigration Detention Facilities are 
functioning at high levels and making demands on local businesses and the workforce. On 
Cocos Island there are higher levels of unemployment with a relatively small economic base 
and no new investment to generate new work opportunities.  

 There are primary and secondary schools and training providers in the IOT but young 
people must attend mainland institutions to achieve tertiary qualification and young people 
from the Cocos Islands must leave to attend year 11 and 12 schooling.  

The attainment of educational standards equal to comparable mainland schools, training to 
support the needs of the current workforce and the training opportunities for the developing 
industry sectors including tourism and hospitality and agriculture will be important outcomes 
of this Plan.  

The Australian Government has established the Regional Education, Skills and Jobs Plans 
initiative as part of the Building Australia’s Future Workforce package. The initiative 
addresses four key areas of the Australian Government’s productivity and social inclusion 
agendas: early childhood education and care; Year 12 attainment; participation in vocational 
and higher education; and local job opportunities45. The IOT is included in the Midwest 
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Gascoyne Regional Education, Skills and Jobs Plans. The Plans are developed by RESJ 
Coordinators with local stakeholders to identify ways to improve education, skills and jobs 
outcomes in the Region. Work needs to be done to ensure that the needs of the IOT are 
comprehensively covered in the plans and resources are available to support identified 
activities.  

Strategic Context  
Future development of the Indian Ocean Territories must recognise that for a land mass and 
population of its size the IOT possess a number of extraordinary characteristics and that 
these must be understood in their national, regional and local contexts. Although this Plan 
seeks to identify opportunities for development at a regional level it will be informed by an 
understanding of some of the broader strategic issues that impact on the IOT. 

The Regional Plan should be used as tool to mobilise resources from other levels of 
Government where outcomes are well aligned with the key policy positions of the 
Government. To be effective the Plan should also seek to align itself with priority policy 
areas of the Australian Government. Some key policy work of the current Government 
includes Education and Training Infrastructure, Carbon Pollution Reduction, the National 
Broadband Network, and economic diversification and growth. The IOT Regional Plan seeks 
to align key areas of activity with Australian Government policies where there is community 
support and an evidence base for action.  

National context  
National policies relating to immigration, defence, location within the Indian Ocean rim and 
environment protection all impact on the IOT. Aside from casting the small islands and their 
tiny communities into the national limelight from time to time they also have a 
disproportionate effect on infrastructure, economic activity, use of services and the costs of 
providing services in the Territories compared with other communities. 46 

Defence  

The Islands of the IOT have a history of involvement with the Defence Forces of Australia 
and its allies. The Royal Australian Navy’s first ever naval victory took place in the Cocos 
(Keeling) Islands during WWI when the Australian light cruiser HMAS “Sydney” defeated the 
German raider SMS “Emden” which was then beached off North Keeling Island.  

During the World War II the Japanese bombed Cocos by ship and air. A small number of 
Islanders were killed and homes destroyed. Later, in 1945 as many as 8,300 British 
servicemen were stationed on the West Island to build and operate a RAF bomber base and 
air staging post47.  

From March 1942 until the end of the War the Japanese army occupied Christmas Island. 
The Japanese had hoped to be able to continue to mine phosphate on the island but those 
efforts were largely unsuccessful because of the sabotaging of equipment, shelling of ships 
and the difficulties with the local workforce. Many Islanders were sent to Surabayan Prison 
Camps during 194348.  
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A Defence Force Posture Review was completed in May 2012 to assess whether the 
Australian Defence Force (ADF) is correctly positioned to meet Australia’s future strategic 
and security challenges and address, amongst other things, the rise of the Indian Ocean rim 
as a region of global strategic significance. The Review concluded that because of their 
location the Cocos (Keeling) Islands have significant military strategic value as a staging 
location for maritime air patrol and surveillance activities because of their location. A specific 
recommendation was made that; “Defence should upgrade the Cocos (Keeling) Islands 
airfield facilities to support unrestricted P-8 and UAV operations (and KC-30 operations with 
some restrictions, if cost-effective noting the larger footprint needed by this aircraft).49 At this 
time the Australian Government has not made public how it will respond to the 
recommendations of the Posture Review Paper.  

On the Cocos (Keeling) Islands there have been discussions in the local community about 
the scale of the upgrades required for the runway and the possible use of the facility for the 
Defence purposes. Residents are concerned about the impact of this sort of activity on them 
and on people who may wish to invest in the Islands.  

The Defence Posture Review Paper also noted that “Christmas Island remains a valuable 
location for supporting border protection operations by refuelling Navy vessels and staging 
aircraft”50.  

Border Protection and Immigration Detention 

Over the last decade Christmas Island has become a focal point in a national debate about 
Border Protection, Australia’s Immigration Policy and Asylum Seekers. Christmas Island 
became the focus of national and international attention in August 2001, when the Australian 
Government refused permission for the Norwegian freighter MV Tampa, carrying 438 
rescued refugees taken from a distressed fishing vessel in international waters, to enter 
Australian waters. The refugees were headed for Christmas Island when their boat started to 
sink51.  

Under Australia’s Migration Act 1958, people who are not Australian and arrive without a 
valid Visa or overstay their Visa, are regarded to be unlawfully in Australia and are detained. 
Unless a Visa can be granted, unlawful non-citizens are detained and must be removed from 
Australia as soon as practicable52. Following the “Tampa Affair” the Australian Government 
introduced the Migration Amendment (Excision from Migration Zone) Act 2001 which defines 
certain places as 'excised offshore places'. This includes both Christmas and Cocos 
(Keeling) Islands. The effect of this legislation is that non-citizens entering the IOT without a 
valid visa cannot apply for a visa on arrival, or during their stay in Australia – and they may 
be detained and then removed from Australia53. Many people arriving on boats to Christmas 
Island and the Cocos (Keeling) Islands are coming as asylum seekers fleeing their own 
countries and applying for protection as refugees.  

In late 2001 the Australian Government opened its first detention facilities at Christmas 
Island, and in 2008 the Christmas Island Immigration Detention Centre was completed at 
North West Point.  
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In the last two years there has been a sharp rise in the number of asylum seekers coming 
through Indonesia to Christmas Island from countries like Afghanistan, Iran and Iraq. There 
has also been a very large increase in the number of Sri Lankan asylum seekers arriving on 
the Cocos (Keeling) Islands during the middle 2012. This resulted in the temporary opening 
of accommodation at the disused Quarantine Station on the West Island.  

This interim and temporary measure has the support of the local community. Previously the 
West Island’s only multi-purpose community centre was being used to accommodate people 
arriving by boat on the Island.  

A longer term solution for the Cocos (Keeling) Islands is the development of another facility 
on West Island with multiple purposes including recreation centre, cyclone shelter and 
temporary accommodation for asylum seekers.  

Government changes to asylum seeker policy during August 2012 to offshore processing 
may result in a decline in the number of asylum seekers venturing to Christmas and the 
Cocos (Keeling) Islands by boat. It is also likely that the number of people arriving by boat 
will slow down as the monsoon season approaches. It is simply too early to say how 
effective the new policy will be in slowing arrivals by boat in the IOT and therefore too early 
to say if and how it will impact on the communities and the economies of the IOT.  

International Relations – and the Indian Ocean Rim 

Future Directions International suggests the shift in the global balance of economic and 
military power towards Asia and the Indian Ocean rim will increase IOT’s importance as 
strategic assets. The Indian Ocean rim includes some of the world’s fastest growing 
economies, busiest trade routes, off shore oil production as well as being a highly 
nuclearized zone, with a number of unstable states and the world’s two principal opium 
producing regions astride or near the Indian Ocean54.  

Strategically and economically Indonesia is Australia's most important neighbour and 
Christmas Island is the closest part of the Australia to Indonesia. Much of Australia's 
seaborne trade in the Asia-Pacific has to pass through or near Indonesian waters. Indonesia 
the largest single recipient of Australian aid and Australia and Indonesia cooperate 
intensively in defence and security spheres.  

Recent collaborations between Australia and Indonesia in sea search and rescue operations 
in waters between Christmas Island and Indonesia help illustrate a high level of cooperation 
in defence and security spheres between the two countries55.  

Exclusive Economic Zone 

The Indian Ocean Territories extend Australia’s exclusive economic zone. The exclusive 
economic zone extends from the outer edge of the territorial sea up to 200 nautical miles 
from the territorial sea baseline. It means that Australia has sovereign rights to explore and 
exploit, conserve and manage the natural resources of the waters, seabed and subsoil. It 
also means Australia has jurisdiction over marine scientific research, and rights and duties in 
relation to the protection and preservation of the marine environment.56 
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Setting the Direction 
Key issues and priorities identified by the community have been used to set the direction for 
the IOT Regional Plan. Actions in this Plan are also informed by the evidence and the 
research existing in the large number of reports and plans previously prepared for the IOT.  

To help access the necessary resources to advance priority actions in the Plan, it is 
necessary to make clear the alignment of IOT Regional priorities with areas of priority for the 
Australian Government. Those priority policy areas include the development of educated and 
well trained workforce; environment protection and climate change adaptation; the NBN roll 
out; support for Regions and quality health care.  

The Australian Government’s Strategic Direction for the IOT 

The Attorney General’s Department previously articulated the following strategic direction in 
the Australian Government Budget Papers for the Australian Territories; 

“Ensure that the residents of Australia’s 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”. 

In addition to this broad statement, a specific Vision for the IOT will give a clear 
understanding of the intentions of the Australian Government, irrespective of other political 
decisions regarding Australian Government programs and policies such as immigration, 
quarantine, national parks and climate change. 

The necessity for the Australian Government to set out a clear vision for the IOT is further 
emphasised due to it taking on responsibilities and duties normally carried by states 
elsewhere in Australia. What the communities in the region seek in this regard is a common 
tangible future. 

Local Plans for the Islands  

Both local Government Authorities in the IOT identified Vision’s for their communities in 
recently completed Shire-wide Strategy Plans.  

The Shire of Cocos (Keeling) Island’s ‘Strategic Plan 2011 – 2015 and into the Future’ 
gave their Vision as;  

“To 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 guaranteed”.  

The Christmas Island Shire has prepared ‘Christmas Island Our Future 2018 Plan’ with an 
aspiration for its community which is:  

“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.  
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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. “ 

 

 

A Plan for the Region 

Community Aspirations for the Region 

The aspirations presented below come via consultation with the local communities and key 
stakeholders, and through a thorough analysis of previously produced key plans and 
strategies. What emerges is a desire to establish a community, society, business and natural 
environment with the following characteristics:  

 Healthy, cohesive, resilient communities; 

 Diverse and sustainable economies supported by a competent local workforce;  

 Protected natural environment; sustainable practices; and a capacity to respond to 
climate change;  

 Effective government and administration providing services to meet local needs, and  

 The celebration of the unique cultures and heritage of the IOT.  

Key Strategic Directions  

Activities to help deliver the communities aspirations for the Region cluster around five key 
strategic directions. Not surprisingly many issues and activities uncovered during research 
for this Plan are well aligned with recommendations made in previously prepared plans. 
Implementation of objectives and activities set out here will go a long way towards meeting 
the aspirations of the IOTs diverse communities. Key Strategic Directions are as follows:  

1. Sustainable and diverse local economies. 
2. Strengthened and empowered Island communities. 
3. A capable workforce to support new and existing industry. 
4. To protect the natural environment and sustainability of the Indian Ocean Territories 
5. To Celebrate and maintain the culture and heritage of the Islands. 

The following section provides a rationale for the key strategic directions and identifies 
priority objectives and actions.  

 



48 

 

Key Strategic Direction 1 

Sustainable And Diverse Local Economies.  

Key Objectives  

1. Increase access to land for development.  

2. Attract new investment 

3. Develop capacity of IOT business and community members  

4. Improve Tourism Infrastructure and Capacity 

5. Access improved digital technology to benefit communities and business 

RATIONALE FOR ACTION  

Changes to the economy in the IOT 

In the next 10 to 12 years mining operations are likely to wind down on Christmas Island. 
When mine operations eventually cease there will be a significant impact on the economy of 
Christmas Island, and to a lesser but still significant extent the Cocos (Keeling) Islands. 
There is agreement that diversified economies on both Christmas Island and the Cocos 
(Keeling) Islands with 3 to 4 industry sectors offers the communities the best chance of 
providing jobs and maintaining services. The sectors identified for growth are tourism, food 
production and education and research. This diversification can help insulate the Islands, 
particularly Christmas Island, from the boom and bust cycles that seem to characterise the 
economic environment57.  

The expanded use of Christmas Island for immigration detention has impacted on the 
Christmas Island economy over the last five years. The detention facilities have a fly-in-fly-
out labour force that fluctuates to over 500 people on short term contracts. This results in 
increased employment opportunities for some local people and increased prosperity for 
some businesses. The local school provides services to the IDC and received additional 
resources to do so. The Australian Government has made significant investments on the 
Island including renewal of existing public and private housing, the construction of some new 
government housing, upgrades to the power supply and sewerage, new mooring facilities at 
Nui Nui and investment in waste management. This will benefit the community in the long 
term should the detention activities on the Island wind down. The Department of Immigration 
and Citizenship (DIAC) and SERCO are supporting some community activities and 
detainees are working on selected community projects. There is also a community of 
workers from around Australia being brought to the Islands who are experiencing the cultural 
and natural attractions of the IOT.  

But there are also negative economic and social impacts being felt on the Island. There are 
housing and accommodation shortages and inflated prices for accommodation, goods and 
services. The influx of fly-in, fly-out workers to Christmas Island has altered the social fabric 
of the community; the community is noticeably changed by the presence up to 500 strangers 
who do not participate to any major degree in community life.  
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Land availability, infrastructure and amenity improvements to encourage new 

investment 

Attracting new and private investment is critical to the next stages of development in the IOT. 
Improving public infrastructure and amenity and providing a legible regulatory framework for 
investors are two important contributions the WA and Australian Government can make to 
support new private sector investment. 

Governments in the IOT identified through their Town Planning Schemes land available for 
residential, industrial and commercial uses. The Crown Land Management Plan for the 
Indian Ocean Territories 2009 made recommendations regarding sustainable development 
in the IOT and strategies for use and development of some Crown Land. Recently 
completed Outline Development Plans and Masterplans have made clear the direction for 
new commercial, industrial, recreational and residential growth and development on key 
sites including: 

  The Gaze Road Commercial and Tourism Precinct  

 The Vagabond Road Recreation Precinct and, 

  The Quarantine Station on Cocos (Keeling) Islands.  

The development of land in private ownership, particularly on Christmas Island, and release 
of parcels of Crown Land for commercial development in key sites are important to attracting 
new investment to the IOT.  

Business development, cooperation and capacity building  

The Islands’ capacity to adapt to a changing economic environment requires development of 
existing and new businesses, a competent workforce, efficient institutions, well developed 
service infrastructure and improved access58.  

The establishment of the Economic Development Consultative Committees, the proposed 
Regional Development Organisation and Chambers of Commerce are opportunities to bring 
together business people, Government and the community to explore ways of creating a 
better environment for business development in the IOT. Linkages with agencies like 
Regional Development Australia, the Small Business Development Corporation and 
Enterprise Connect can support new business development and capacity building and the 
IOT should continue to pursue support through these avenues.  

 

Tourism Development  

Over time tourism will play a dominant role in the economy of the IOT. The directions for 

development have been expressed in a number of reports and plans that have already been 

prepared. A formal process is needed to review the recommendations of the plans, engage 

with relevant stakeholders and to develop consensus with regard to the scale and pace of 

tourism development. Expansion in this sector on Christmas Island will be strongly 

influenced by the timeframe for reduced mining activity, although immediate planning and 

investment in the development of tourism, tourist facility infrastructure, a service culture and 

brand development and marketing is required.   
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Accessing new technology 

Internet speeds and reliability are a concern for users in the IOT. Poor connectivity impinges 
on the productivity of every organisation, business or individual using the internet to access 
information or provide services to customers. Further, poor connectivity makes the IOT less 
attractive to business reliant on speed, reliability and capacity to succeed in a competitive 
market place. The National Broadband Network will link to the IOT via satellite. The two 
satellites commissioned to cover Australia’s most remote communities will be launched in 
early 2015.  

Work needs to be done to ensure Island communities have the capacity to take advantage of 
new opportunities for business and other services in 2015. This new technology - coupled 
with the location, climate, sense of community, people and environment could also make the 
Islands a destination for individuals and business who can deliver services from anywhere in 
the world. In the interim the community should pursue whatever opportunities exist to 
improve current IT capacity of people and services on the Islands. 

Sustainable Population Growth 

The population of the Cocos (Keeling) Islands has remained basically the same since the 
2006 census but there has been a dramatic increase in the population on Christmas Island - 
over 700 people since the last census. The 50% increase in the population is attributed 
directly to the immigration detention services on the Island. The population of the Islands 
fluctuates greatly in relation to the availability of work.  

Most recent plans prepared for the Christmas Island suggests the ideal population for the 
Island would be between 3-5000 people. This level of growth is accommodated in the Shire’s 
recently reviewed Town Planning Scheme. The most pressing limit to growth remains the 
availability of potable water, other natural resources and the availability of work and services. 

The growth in the population of permanent residents on the Cocos (Keeling) Islands will be 
limited largely to the West Island. The availability of potable water on the Home Island and 
limited funds to develop new infrastructure for housing means that any significant population 
growth will occur only on the West Island.  

Reliable and affordable air travel and freight services 

Flights to Christmas Island have increased during 2012 to five per week and three per week 
to the Cocos (Keeling) Islands. This provides greater access and flexibility to people wishing 
to travel to the Islands. The cost of flying to the Islands has also decreased over the last 
couple of years, but the flying to Christmas Island and Cocos (Keeling) Islands remains 
relatively expensive when compared with travel to other tourism destinations competing for 
the same customers. An allocation for year round wholesale and leisure based airfares that 
could be packaged for tourists would assist the industry. Upgrades of the Airport terminals, 
runways and services would contribute to access improvements and the visitor experience.  

It is important that the Islands maintain an air service that provides a direct link to the North. 
It provides many locals with the opportunity visit family and friends. The Northern Flights are 
also gateway to an emerging market of Asian visitors to the Islands and initiatives to help 
sustain the service should be explored.  

Shipping services provide goods to the IOT every 6 to 8 weeks. Flying Fish Cove on 
Christmas Island is often inaccessible during the swell season from December to April and a 
secondary mooring facility on the eastern side of the Island at Nui Nui is being completed. 
The cost of freight to the IOT remains a genuine concern for residents and business on the 
Islands, and any opportunity to review current arrangements and reduce costs should be 
pursued.
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Key Strategic Direction 1 - Sustainable and Diverse Local Economies 

Objectives Activities 

1. Increase access to land for development.  i. Identify key sites for commercial 

development on Christmas Island and 

Cocos Island. 

ii. Explore mechanisms to encourage 

development with land owners (private 

and public). 

iii. Implement recommendations of 

Masterplans for Gaze Road commercial 

and tourism precinct on Christmas Island. 

iv. Review recommendations of the 

Quarantine Station Outline Development 

Plan in light of new use for immigration 

detention. 

v. Support the implementation of 

recommendations of the Crown Land 

Development Plan  

2. Attract new investment and retain 
existing business 

i. Undertake amenity and infrastructure 

improvements (public and private) in key 

locations on Christmas Island.   

ii. Identify and promote new business 

opportunities for potential investors. 

iii. Work with the Federal Government to 

overcome difficulties in obtaining any or 

affordable insurance for building assets 

and contents in the IOT.  

iv. Develop clear land release policies and 

processes for prospective developers. 

v. Develop flowchart of approval processes 

and provide support to potential investors 

to navigate the system.    

vi. Support in principle a casino licence for 

Christmas Island subject to clearly 

demonstrated benefits to the community 

and the local economy. 

i. Prepare key development sites to “shovel 

ready” stage on Christmas and Cocos 

Island to encourage investment. 

3. Develop capacity of IOT  business and 
community members   

i. Undertake skills and jobs audits on Cocos 

Island and Christmas Island to improve 

participation of local young people in local 

employment. 

ii. Provide governance training to business 
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organisations and community boards and 

committees. 

iii. Support on-island entrepreneurship, 

including the development of products for 

export.  

iv. Provide business development services 

and training opportunities.  

vii. Support development of local business 

associations. 

4. Improve Tourism Infrastructure and 
Capacity 

i. Advocate for and help facilitate 

improvements to tourism services and  

infrastructure   

ii. Maintain frequency of flights to the IOT 

including northern flights  

iii. Develop coordinated tourism marketing of 

the IOT with increased support from 

Tourism WA 

v. Support training and development of 

businesses and workforce 

5. Access improved digital technology to 
benefit communities and business 

iv. Undertake IT Strategy to identify issues 

and opportunities for the communities of 

the IOT prior to 2015 and post  2015 
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Key Strategic Direction 2 

Strengthened And Empowered Island Communities.  

Objectives  

1. Work with different levels of Government to improve community engagement 

and local decision making.  

2. Improve the capacity of community organisations.  

3. Support affordable housing initiatives for residents of the Islands.  

4. Make fresh food more accessible and affordable.  

5. Reduce the cost of living in the IOT. 

6. Reduce smoking rate and alcohol abuse. 

7. Provide programs and facilities that can increase participation in healthy 

physical activity. 

8. Improving access to services for older people and child carers 

Rationale for Action  

The overarching goal is to support healthy, resilient and sustainable communities that can 
make informed decisions about activities and services that impact on their lives. There are a 
number of identified steps in this process that can be delivered with the support of the 
community and key stakeholders.  

Increasing local decision making in the IOT  

There are complex legislative and administrative arrangements in place in the IOT. Federal 
Government administrative responsibilities are shared between offices in Canberra, Perth 
and the IOT and a number of State-type services are being delivered through Service 
Delivery Agreements between the Federal Government and the Western Australian 
Government. Individuals, agencies and businesses dealing with the Federal Government in 
the IOT are often unclear about which section of the Government is responsible for a 
decision and why.  

Increasing the responsibilities and decision making powers of the Administrator, DRA staff in 
the IOT and the Shires, and improving local input into decision making has been identified as 
critically important by people in the IOT. More regular communication between the DRA and 
stakeholders about plans to improve or develop infrastructure and assets owned by the 
Government is of interest to the community. Existing processes being used to monitor and 
evaluate Service Delivery Agreements should be reviewed to ensure that services being 
provided continue to meet user’s needs. Where possible Service Delivery Agreements 
should be modified to include a significant local capacity building component, as well as 
seeking to improve local employment. 
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Leadership and capacity building  

The people of the Christmas and the Cocos Islands have developed resilience and 
resourcefulness because of their remoteness and isolation. There are opportunities to further 
build the capacity of community leaders and volunteer organisations so that organisations in 
the IOT remain sustainable and capable of dealing with the challenges that will confront the 
Territories from time to time. There are high levels of volunteerism and engagement in 
communities in the IOT in a range of community organisations and activities. With such 
small populations there are demands made on people to be involved in multiple 
organisations. The high levels of employment on Christmas Island have reduced the 
capacity of some to participate in and organise community activities and organisations.  

There are a number of buildings on Crown Land occupied by community organisations that 
would benefit from increased certainty and clarity about their tenure. Recommendations to 
address this issue have been made in the Crown Land Management Plan.  

Actions in the Plan will build on existing work to develop the capacity of the community; build 
linkages between the community and decision makers and develop constructive 
partnerships between stakeholders to get things done.  

Housing availability 

There are housing shortages in the IOT but there are different reasons for housing shortages 
on the Islands. On Cocos (Keeling) Islands there is a residential housing shortage 
particularly on Home Island. Young Cocos Malays with families cannot get housing if they 
wish to move out from their parent’s homes. The Shire has provided 8 new lots on the Home 
Island for private development but no development has taken place. Almost all people on the 
Home Island rent or have long leases inn Trust Housing.  

The recent Accommodation Needs Assessment proposed that with sufficient support to 
transition into home ownership, a great many more Cocos (Keeling) Islands residents could 
become home owners59. The capacity of the Home Island to accommodate population 
growth is hindered by the capacity of existing infrastructure and water. There are areas on 
the West Island that can accommodate growth for housing. In the longer term rising sea 
levels will put pressure on Home Island and the possibility of an orderly relocation of 
residents should be considered. 

On Christmas Island pressures on accommodation are related to immigration detention 
services. The Australian Government sourced housing for the IDC workforce and has 
invested in the development of 24 new Government Houses on Christmas Island to alleviate 
housing shortages in the private market. Privately owned and serviced vacant land zoned for 
residential use exists but has not been developed to date. Housing construction costs on the 
Islands are high when compared to the mainland, and there are also issues with obtaining 
affordable insurance for assets and contents. This is proving to be another impediment to 
investment.  

Accommodation for tourists is in short supply on both Islands and is of mixed quality. The 
majority of beds at the Christmas Island Resort and hotels are taken up by IDC employees 
and associated contractors.  

 

 

                                                

 
59

 Accommodation Needs Assessment Christmas Island & Cocos (Keeling) Islands. April 2011. Urban Aesthetics 
and Calmy Planning and Design.  
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Improving access to affordable fresh food 

The IOT rely almost entirely on imported fresh fruit, vegetables and meat. Food is brought in 
by air and freighted by sea to the Islands. Freight charges impact on the cost of every item 
and fresh food particularly is very expensive e.g. a lettuce can cost between $10 and $15. 
There are also concerns in the community about the amount supermarkets charge for food; 
that is the costs seem high even after accounting for freight charges. An increasing number 
of people in the IOT arrange to have fresh food delivered using the weekly air freight 
services. Anecdotally this is providing more choice to consumers and access to more 
affordable and better quality food than is being supplied in supermarkets.  

The impact of high food prices is felt differently across the Island communities. Workers on 
the Islands being paid allowances can absorb the costs more easily than those on fixed or 
low incomes – and this affects disadvantaged and older people particularly.  

The support for the existing growers and the development of new horticultural activities on 
the Islands is a priority. Food production trials on both Christmas and the Cocos (Keeling) 
Islands and other initiatives to improve the development of a sustainable food industry are a 
necessary part of the sustainable future for the IOT.  

Health and Wellbeing 

The advancement of good mental, social and physical health is a goal shared by a number 
of community organisations and agencies of Government in the IOT. The IOT Health 
Services have a focus on health promotion and minimising unhealthy behaviours and their 
impacts. The Service is addressing risk factors associated with chronic disease through 
activities that tackle smoking rates, poor diet, physical inactivity and alcohol abuse. 
Programs are also in place to support the mental health of Island residents, which can be 
affected by the remoteness of the Islands and the small size of the communities. There are a 
number of other community based organisations that provide recreation and cultural 
activities that contribute to physical, social and mental health and access to the natural 
environment is also known to contribute to the physical, mental and spiritual wellbeing of the 
community.  

The purchase of cigarettes and alcohol in the IOT is duty free. Health promotion messages 
and programs to reduce smoking and alcohol abuse should be administered in the IOT as 
they are on the mainland of Australia.  

 

A need has been identified for the development 
of a multi-purpose indoor recreation centre on the 
Cocos Islands, funding for the proper 
maintenance of the Recreation Centre on the 
Christmas Island and the implementation of the 
Vagabond Road Sports and Recreation Precinct 
Plan. There are opportunities to improve 
infrastructure for walking and cycling on the 
Islands. They can improve levels of physical 
activity, increase access and overcome reliance 
on cars and contribute to the economy with 
improved tourism infrastructure.  
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Access to health care and community 

services  

IOT residents present with the same 
chronic health problems affecting 
mainland Australians. This includes 
increases in the rates of diabetes, obesity 
and heart disease. In comparison with 
other remote communities in Australia, 
Island communities access high quality 
and well-resourced health services. The 
limitations of the surgical and specialist 
services from the Islands health services 
are well understood in the community. 
The requirement of pregnant women to 
leave the Islands for the last 6 weeks of 
their pregnancy affects families 
significantly.  

Expansion plans for the Christmas Island 
Hospital are being implemented and will 
provide improved dental and respite 
services.  

The Island communities demonstrate a 
capacity to manage care for older people 
and children largely without the 
institutions common on the mainland. The 
Chinese and Malay communities 
particularly share responsibility for caring 
for the elderly and children in homes and 
within extended families. However, 
increased assistance for carers will help 
sustain these practices while the 
demographic makeup of the islands 
changes. There is a modest childcare 
facility on Christmas Island providing full-
time childcare.  

Ageing and disability access 

There is a small but growing population of quite elderly people on the Islands who require 
access to regular medical care to stay healthy at home. There are no plans to provide aged 
care accommodation in the IOT, although Home and Community Care Services and Respite 
Services on the Islands are required. Continued investment in infrastructure and services is 
needed to ensure hospital and community health activities continue to meet the needs of 
people ageing in communities. 

Disabled access to some multi-level accommodation and public buildings, particularly on 
Christmas Island, is an issue. While there may not be a large number of people affected, the 
impact on their lives can be profound if they cannot easily get in and out of their homes, 
shop or access or public buildings for services. Efforts by the Australian Government to 
improve access to public buildings should be pursued and support provided to assist people 
with mobility problems to find accessible housing. 
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KEY STRATEGIC DIRECTION 2 - Strengthened and empowered Island 
communities 

Objectives Activities 

1. Work with different levels of 
Government to improve 
community engagement and local 
decision making.  

i. Advocate for more local decision making powers 

in the IOT. 

ii. Develop Community Engagement Role for the 

IOT to assist in the delivery of IOT Regional Plan 

priorities. 

iii. Identify opportunities to increase the flow of 

information between the DRA, the Shires and the 

community. 

2. Improve the capacity of community 
organisations.  

i. Provide leadership and governance training and 

support to community organisations.  

ii. Provide grant writing workshops for community 

organisations. 

iii. Assist community organisations to obtain leases 

or agreements outlining the conditions of tenure 

for buildings and facilities on Crown Land.  

iv. Undertake a needs analysis for a Community 

Resource Centre for Christmas Island.  

v. Build capacity in the community to manage 

emergencies.  

3. Support affordable housing 
initiatives for residents of the 
Islands.  

 

i. Investigate housing options to facilitate Cocos 

Malays wishing to return the Cocos (Keeling) 

Islands for work. 

ii. On-going support of affordable housing for local 

residents including new building on Home Island. 

4. Make fresh food more accessible 
and affordable.  

i. Identify opportunities to reduce freight costs to the 

IOT. 

ii. Support food production initiatives in the IOT e.g. 

the community garden, agricultural research 

activities like the “Mining to Plant Enterprise” 

project and the Community Farm Enterprise 

project on Cocos (Keeling) Islands.  

5. Reduce cost of living in the IOT. i. Review freight contracts and examine 

opportunities to reduce charges/increase 

subsidies. 

ii. Promote cost cutting through more sustainable 

behaviours including waste avoidance and 

reduced energy, fuel and water use in homes and 

businesses. 

iii. Encourage the release the Alternative Energy 

Review by CI Power Authority.  
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6. Reduce smoking rate and alcohol 
abuse. 

i. Introduce programs to help reduce smoking rates 
and alcohol abuse in line with the rest of 
Australia. 

7. Provide programs and facilities to 
increase participation in healthy 
physical activity. 

i. Review Christmas Island Walking Strategy with 

key stakeholders and develop, maintain and sign 

key walking tracks for community and tourist use.  

ii. Complete the repairs to the CI Recreation Centre. 

iii. Develop Recreation Centre on the West Island of 

the Cocos (Keeling) Islands. 

iv. Implement health promotion activities that 

improve levels of physical activity and healthy 

eating across the community. 

v. Undertake improvements to the Vagabond Road 

recreation Precinct in line with the Master plan. 

8. Improving access to services for 
older people and child carers 

i. Implement targeted services such as respite and 

home care to assist carers of older people and 

children.  

ii. Complete improvements to Christmas Island 

Hospital. 

iii. Upgrade disabled access to facilities and public 

buildings.  

iv. Support co-ordinated off Island assistance for 

medical treatment. 

v. Investigate more support for mothers leaving the 

Island for child birth.  
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Key Strategic Direction 3 

A Capable Workforce to Support New and Existing Industry. 

Objectives  

1. Develop training opportunities to meet the needs of developing sectors of the 

economy. 

2. Supporting students in the IOT. 

3. Increase the participation of Christmas and Cocos Islanders in the local 

workforce. 

4. Increase the contribution of education and research to the local economy. 

Rationale for Action 

Anticipated changes to the Christmas Island economy in the foreseeable future will impact 
on the viability and sustainability of the Island communities. Expanding businesses and new 
industry on the Islands is essential, as is training and maintaining a skilled and experienced 
workforce to meet these demands. The opportunity to find meaningful work at home is 
currently sought by many Island residents. 

Workforce development and a sustainable new economy  

The likely closure of the phosphate mine within the next ten to twelve years will impact on 
the Christmas Island and Cocos Island economies. This has prompted a search for other 
economic activities with the potential to provide employment, particularly on Christmas 
Island.  

Some planning for post mine operations on the Island has been done and some projects 
have commenced to establish the viability of new activity in Tourism and Agriculture, but 
there is little new investment at this time. The demands made by immigration detention 
activities on Christmas Island on existing businesses and the labour market over the last 
three years have reduced the capacity of business to pursue investment in activities related 
to the “new economy”. 

In the IOT there are governance training opportunities being taken up by organisations, and 
business planning and development work being provided through programs like Enterprise 
Connect. There is interest in the development of existing tourism infrastructure, and in 
attracting investors to develop resort-style accommodation on parcels of Commonwealth 
owned land. Development of aquaculture on the Islands with export potential is being 
pursued but there are some regulatory requirements to be addressed and overcome.  

The IOT demographic profile is typical of many regional areas in Australia. There is an 
absence of young people in their late teens to their early thirties. On the Cocos (Keeling) 
Islands there is a dramatic decline from 15 years of age as young people leave the Islands 
to attend Year 11 and 12 elsewhere, generally on the mainland. University studies, other 
vocational training and the availability of work also keeps young people on the mainland. 
Some young people want to return to the IOT but there are limited opportunities to access to 
meaningful work for which they are qualified. The problem is more keenly felt on Cocos 
Island, but there are issues on Christmas Island too. 
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In the development of sustainable economies in the IOT there must be a supply of willing 
and able people. Getting young people that have grown up on the Island and left, to come 
back with ideas, qualifications and experience will be important in the creation of new jobs 
and fulfilment of labour market demands. These people will also be well placed to contribute 
socially and culturally to the development of the Island communities. It is not known if, or 
how many, older people from the mining and related industry workforce will be seeking to 
retrain in jobs in new industry sectors.  

There is capacity to provide training opportunities in the IOT for an expanded tourism and 
hospitality sector and other developing industry sectors. Schools in the IOT and Indian 
Ocean Group Training are well placed to support the transition, and should be resourced 
accordingly.  

Supporting students in the IOT 

The Education and Training Sector in the IOT is providing quality services despite their 
remoteness and isolation. The Community Capacity Assessments for Christmas Island and 
the Cocos (Keeling) Islands made a number of favourable observations about the resourcing 
and capacity of the education and training sector to meet many of the needs for education 
and training in the IOT. The Assessments noted that the schools are doing well in educating 
and supporting their students. The schools function within cohesive, safe and supportive 
communities where there are high levels of social capital.60  

Schools in the IOT do face some challenges however, because English is not always the 
first language spoken at home. Additional programs to support children’s literacy and 
numeracy may be required for some students. Children who leave the IOT to complete year 
11 and 12 on the mainland (particularly from the Cocos (Keeling) Islands) also face a range 
of challenges adapting to unfamiliar cities and towns and being away from their immediate 
family and social networks. Cocos Island District High School has a transition program in 
place, although ongoing support and guidance for students when they leave home should be 
made easily available.  

Workforce participation levels and unemployment  

People in the IOT want to increase the participation of qualified and experienced Christmas 
and Cocos (Keeling) Islanders in the local workforce. Demand for labour has increased to 
the point that there is nearly full employment on Christmas Island and many people have 
more than one job. On the Cocos (Keeling) Islands, where there are fewer jobs, the situation 
is much different. Some non-participation in the workforce is related to age and family 
responsibilities, but there are many people who would like to work but the jobs aren’t there, 
or they are under-employed.  

The local community would like to see more local employment in the contracts let by the 
Australian Government. This could include prescribed levels of local content in the workforce 
where skills are available; using local subcontractors and/or training to prepare unskilled 
workers. Maintenance and service contracts could be managed locally with some planning.  

There are opportunities to plan for the participation of people born on the Islands in work on 
the Islands after they have gained qualifications and experience off-Island. Internships and 
other work experience in the IOT for people gaining qualifications elsewhere should be 
explored. An audit of the skills, qualifications and interest of young people from the Islands to 
return to the Islands to live and work should be undertaken. 

 

 

                                                

 

60 A Community Capacity Assessment of the Long-Term Residents of Christmas Island. S. Roughan, D. 
Casement, V. Simpson and S. Stovell. May 2011 
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Education and research as part of new economy 

Another sector earmarked for development includes expanded research and educational 
opportunities. National Parks and a number of other research institutions are involved with 
research and monitoring with a focus on conserving, managing or restoring the National 
Parks and the Island’s environmental values. Expanded scientific research is a means of 
helping to create knowledge management and ‘white collar’ industries, as well as ensure that 
major/critical environmental research is conducted. This could be explored by developing a 
partnership with a university to establish an on island campus e.g. for oceanic island 
ecology, or research station. Other research is already underway examining the potential for 
larger scale food production as an alternative to forest regeneration on former minesites on 
Crown Land. There are limited research facilities on the Island at the present time.  

The Christmas Island District High School has developed a proposal for the establishment of 
a Camp School. The School has supported camp schools for students from Asia and the 
Australian mainland and wants to develop a facility with dormitory style accommodation and 
run a year round program for visiting students. The unique cultural, environmental and 
political environment make Christmas Island an ideal location. Student visits would need the 
support of other tourism operators for tours and activities creating demand with thin the 
tourism sector. The school visits also contribute invaluable word of mouth marketing of the 
Islands when students go home. Ironically, this type of activity could leverage off Christmas 
Island’s high profile because of immigration detention activities on the Island. The relative 
ease of access and proximity of the Cocos Islands means that opportunities should be 
explored to extend the visits to include the Cocos (KeeIing) Islands. The accommodation 
available in a facility like a Camp School could also be used to house teams of researchers 
who may visit the Islands from time to time. 
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KEY STRATEGIC DIRECTION 3 - A capable workforce to support 
new and existing industry. 

Objectives Activities 

1. Further develop 
training opportunities 
to meet the needs of 
current and developing 
sectors of the 
economy. 

i. Establish training programs to meet the needs of 

the emerging tourism and hospitality industries. 

ii. Identify new niche enterprises suitable for the IOT 

workforce and secure training opportunities.  

i. Establish traineeships for the health and community 

services sector including Childcare and Home and 

Community Care. 

ii. Provide English language training for adults to 

improve participation in post-secondary education 

and vocational training. 

2. Supporting students in 
the IOT 

i. Enhance support programs for young people from 

the IOT attending Year 11 and Year 12 on the 

mainland including an Education Support Officer. 

ii. Undertake feasibility study of proposal to provide 

housing for CKI year 11 and 12 students on 

Christmas Island.  

iii. Provide additional support for students not 

achieving appropriate levels of literacy and 

numeracy in school.  

iv. Provide distance learning opportunities using new 

technologies. 

3. Increase the 
participation of 
Christmas and Cocos 
Islanders in the local 
workforce. 

iii. Undertake skills and job audits on Cocos and 

Christmas Islanders to understand the capacity and 

interest of experienced young people from the IOT 

in finding work in the IOT. 

iv. Facilitate internships and work experience 

opportunities for young people from the IOT in 

different working environments, e.g. government; 

utility companies; private sector and other service 

providers on the Islands. 

v. Build in training and work opportunities for local 

people in new construction and service delivery 

contracts being let by the Australian Government in 

the IOT. 

4. Increase the 
contribution of 
education and 
research to the local 
economy.  

i. Develop Camp School project and programs at the 

Christmas Island District High School.  

ii. Attract fee paying international students to the 

Christmas Island District High School. 

vi. Further develop research opportunities and 

programs e.g. partnership with University research 

programs on issues relevant to the IOT; host 

conferences related to key parts of the islands’ 

ecology e.g. seabirds, crabs, turtles.  
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Key Strategic Direction 4 

To Protect the Natural Environment and Sustainability Of The 
Indian Ocean Territories 

KEY OBJECTIVES  

1. Understand and sustainably manage potable water supplies. 

2. Reduce impacts of climate change on communities and infrastructure 

3. Improve waste management practices and volumes. 

4. Reduce environmental damage caused by introduced pests and disease. 

5. Implement the native species and ecosystems recovery plans. 

6. Increase community engagement in environmental conservation.  

7. Improve the visitor infrastructure and interpretation of the Islands National 

Parks and other key sites around the Islands.  

8. Strengthen and increase research activity related to the fauna and flora of the 

Islands. 

Rationale for Action  

The protection and preservation of the natural environment is a priority in the IOT and will be 
critical to the sustainability and viability of communities on the Islands. The management of 
water supplies and waste, developing a capacity to manage the impacts of sea level rises on 
the Cocos (Keeling) Islands and adequate quarantine services are also important issues for 
the communities of the IOT. Responsibility for the care and sustainable management of the 
environment needs to be shared across the community and key agencies.  

Water resources  

There is inadequate information regarding the capacity of Christmas Island's water supply. 
An assessment of the Island’s basalt geology and profile in order to identify the extent and 
capacity of the Island’s groundwater source catchment has been recommended. The 
Ground Water Plan is needed and should be accompanied by Waste Water and Waste 
Management Plans to minimise the risk of contamination of groundwater61. 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 
allocation62.  

Water and waste management issues are equally if not more pressing on Cocos (Keeling) 
Islands. The Cocos (Keeling) Island Shire's Vision 2010 includes a proposal for a Waste 
Management Precinct on both Home and West Islands. The Cocos (Keeling) Islands have 
no substantial groundwater aquifers and are entirely reliant on fresh water lenses just below 
ground level. The supply is unstable because it relies on rainfall and can be contaminated by 
salt water. Evidence suggests that under all of the projected climate change scenarios, water 
resources on Home Island will be compromised by inundation and seawater intrusion into 
freshwater lenses. The fresh water supply has been augmented with a reverse osmosis 
plant while a desalination plant is recommended for Home Island to help guarantee the 
supply of potable water.  
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 Report for Crown Land Management Plan for the Indian Ocean Territories Christmas Island September 2009 
GHD 
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Climate Change Adaptation 

A Climate Change Risk Assessment for the Australian Indian Ocean Territories was 
completed in 2010. It provides a comprehensive overview of the climate change risks 
affecting the Territories and the possible impacts. While there is uncertainty about timelines 
and degrees of change, the impacts are likely to include; sea level rises and inundation, 
damage to coastal areas, bleaching of coral reefs, impacts on vulnerable ecosystems, risks 
to water supplies, risks to buildings and infrastructure, human health and safety, culture and 
traditions and economic activity63.  

The Home and West Islands have elevations between 1 – 4m above sea level. Any change 
in the mean sea level, combined with the effects of storm surge associated with large storms 
or cyclones, are likely to have dramatic consequences on settlements on the Islands. 
Already roads and other infrastructure are under threat with extensive sea walls and sand 
bagging in key locations. More erosion control will be needed in the immediate future.  

In relation to Christmas Island, the Report concluded that it is less vulnerable to the potential 
impacts of climate change and sea level rise than the Cocos (Keeling) Islands. This is due to 
Christmas Island being almost completely surrounded by sea cliffs. The possible impacts of 
climate change include damage as the result of storm surges on coastal infrastructure and 
shoreline erosion, particularly in Flying Fish Cove and the Kampong. There may be other 
impacts on the islands ecology as a result of rises in the mean temperature and declining 
rainfall  

Adapting to climate change involves preparation and a capacity to respond appropriately. 
The community must be involved in adaptation planning and decision making about 
managing climate change impacts. Different levels of Government and the community need 
to work together to properly inform themselves of the risks and identify strategies to cope 
with change.  

Improve waste management practices and awareness of environmental sustainability 
in the community. 

The IOT face a number of challenges in the in the use of resources and the management of 
waste. Local Government is responsible for the management of waste and both Councils are 
investing in upgraded waste management facilities and practices. The community should be 
more engaged with strategies to reduce waste and improve recycling. Any campaign 
developed should be augmented with messages about reducing energy consumption and 
water conservation. Raising community awareness of what more sustainable living looks like 
on the Islands and providing systems and incentives for community participation should be 
pursued. The outcomes of the Alternative Energy Report recently prepared for Christmas 
Island should inform any community campaign undertaken.  

Preservation and recovery of native animal and plant species.  

The Islands of the Indian Ocean Territories are different, with natural assets that include rare 
endemic species of plants and animals, internationally recognised rookeries and nesting 
colonies of large populations of Indian Ocean seabirds, uniquely structured and pristine 
tropical rainforests, abundant marine life including tropical fish, whales and dolphins, turtles 
and coral along fringing reefs and plunging sea ridges.  
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The Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (The EPBC Act) 
recovery plan is currently being prepared for Christmas Island. It will combine the existing 
nine recovery plans and extend the number of species identified. It aims to address cross 
tenure threats, especially invasive species like crazy ants, cats, rats and weeds, to a range 
of native species and take an ecosystem wide approach to the protection of Christmas 
Island’s bio-diversity.  

It has been observed that a tension exists between the development of the local economy 
and the implementation of recommendations that may emerge from the recovery plan. If new 
private investment is to be attracted to the Islands, very clear decision making processes 
need to be articulated and decisions must be made by Government in a timely way.  

A Management Plan exists for North Keeling Island in the Cocos (Keeling) Islands and a 10 
year Management Plan for the Christmas Island National Park has also been recently 
developed. It provides a strategic direction for all aspects of the Park’s management 
including natural heritage management, cultural heritage management, the use and 
appreciation of the park, stakeholder and partnerships and business management.  

Improved biosecurity/quarantine services are necessary in the IOT. This is necessary for the 
natural environment and may also benefit human health (e.g. minimise risks from disease 
e.g. dengue fever). Appropriate quarantine measures will also contribute to the economic 
viability of new horticulture activity.  

Revegetation of former mine leases on Christmas Island  

Selective clearing of native vegetation on Christmas Island for mining purposes has occurred 
for over 100 years. There is a program for the rehabilitation and revegetation of old mine 
sites and this program is funded by a conservation levy paid to the Territory Administration 
by Christmas Islands Phosphate Limited. National Parks undertakes the revegetation work 
under a contract with the Australian Government. The limited supply of topsoil and funding 
means that only a small proportion of 2300 hectares of degraded land on the Island will be 
revegetated. The rehabilitation work is expensive. It is critical that the conservation levy be 
used to undertake this important work and that new funds are sourced so that the 
rehabilitation work in areas of high conservation can continue well after the mining ceases. 
The Christmas Island Mine site to Forest Rehabilitation Program is investigating the reuse of 
old mine sites on Crown Land for agricultural purposes.  

Nature based tourism development 

The natural environment of the IOT, and activities associated with the natural environment, 
are the primary attractors to the Islands. The low volume, high yield tourism market to be 
developed in the IOT will be seeking; guided nature based activities including walking, 
caving, interactive bird and crab viewing, and high quality marine based activities including 
diving, snorkelling, fishing, kayaking and boat tours. Opportunities for commercial 
development in the Christmas Island National Park will be considered. The market for the 
Cocos Islands will have a greater focus on marine based activities and include wind surfing 
and kite surfing.  

The careful protection and management of the natural environment alongside infrastructure 
to improve access to the natural environment will be critical to the growth of the tourism 
industry. This work is not just the responsibility of the National Parks, and can be achieved if 
the community, Local Government, tourism industry/operators, quarantine services and the 
DRA work together.  
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KEY STRATEGIC DIRECTION 4 To protect the natural environment and 
sustainability of the Indian Ocean Territories 

Key objectives  Activities  

1. Understand and sustainably 
manage potable water supplies. 

i. Complete ground water investigations and allocation 

planning on both Christmas Island and the Cocos 

(Keeling) Island.  

2. Reduce impacts of climate change 
on communities and infrastructure 

i. Convene and actively support Climate change 

Adaptation Working Groups on CKI and CI . 

ii. Prepare Climate Change Adaptation Implementation 

Plan for the IOT based on the recommendations of 

the Climate Change Adaptation Strategy.  

iii. Develop and implement coastal erosion 

management plan for the Cocos (Keeling) Islands.  

iv. Investigate and implement options for new energy 

sources on the Islands including solar, thermal, 

wind, biofuels. 

v. Examine ways to protect infrastructure in Flying Fish 

Cove and communicate findings with the 

community. 

3. Improve waste management 
practices and volumes. 

i. Implement waste management plans with a focus on 
waste minimisation and recycling (including green 
waste). 

4. Reduce environmental damage 
caused by introduced pests and 
disease. 

i. Implement invasive species management plans for 

Islands in the IOT.  

ii. Improve quarantine services. 

5. Implement the native species and 
ecosystems recovery plans. 

i. Support the implementation of the 10 year 

Christmas Island National Park Management Plan.  

ii. Articulate implications of the recovery plans on the 

potential development on Christmas Island and 

encourage collaborative whole of Island approach. 

6. Increase community engagement 
in environmental conservation.  

i. Support initiatives to revegetate mine leases outside 

the Christmas Island National Park. 

ii. Encourage local community groups’ involvement 

with environment protection. 

iii. Investigate opportunities for “enviro-tourism” 

volunteers.  

7. Improve the visitor infrastructure 
and interpretation of the Islands 
National Parks and other key sites 
around the Islands.  

i. Review Christmas Island Walking Strategy with key 

stakeholders and develop, maintain and provide 

interpretive signage on key walking tracks for 

community use and tourism attraction.  

ii. Identify development sites for Eco Tourism 

accommodation in the IOT. 

8. Strengthen and increase research 
activity related to the fauna and 
flora of the Islands. 

i. Implement recommendations relating to research of 
the National Park Conservation Management Plan.  
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Key Strategic Direction 5 

To Celebrate and Maintain the Culture and Heritage of the Islands.  

KEY OBJECTIVES 

1. Support communities to maintain, celebrate and promote culture and traditions.  

2. Improve the collection, preservation and curating of local customs, historic 

information and artefacts. 

3. Preserve and interpret buildings and places with heritage significance. 

Rationale for Action  

The Islands of the Indian Ocean Territories were populated for mining and copra production 
during the 1800’s. The communities that arrived on the Islands came from China, Malaysia, 
Borneo, Indonesia and other parts of South East Asia to work for Europeans who were 
expanding business opportunities in these previously uninhabited lands. The ancestors of 
many people who now live on the Islands brought with them cultural and religious practices 
that have been retained to this day. There are important buildings and sites around the 
Islands that warrant preservation. They are reminders of the past and help illustrate the 
stories of the habitation of the Islands.  

Unique Island Cultures  

The Islands of the Indian Ocean Territories have developed independently and were 
populated for very different reasons. The Cocos (Keeling) Islands were not inhabited before 
they were occupied by the Alexander Hare and John Clunies Ross in the early 1800’s. The 
current population of Cocos Malays are in many instances the direct descendants (some 
eight generations later) of the original families that came to the Islands from Malaysia, Sabah 
(Borneo) and Indonesia. People came to the Islands essentially as slaves in the 1820’s to 
harvest coconuts for Copra. This small and isolated community has created a unique culture 
that is a blend of influences from Malaysia, the Islamic religion, Europe and Australia.  

The Cocos Malay community that lives on the Home Island is unified by this history; family; 
religion and a variation of the old Malay language. The Cocos Malay language is the first 
language spoken at home by many. Most Home Islanders are devout Muslims, and life on 
the Island is strongly influenced by the practice of the Muslim faith. The process of Self 
Determination in 1984 included a commitment from the Australian Government to preserve 
the unique cultural identity, heritage and traditions of the Cocos (Keeling) Island community.  

Like the Cocos Islands, Christmas Island had no indigenous population prior to it being 
settled to mine its rich phosphate deposits. Mining on the Islands commenced in the 1880’s 
and the workforce included indentured labourers from Southern China who worked in 
mining, and workers from Malaya many of whom worked on the boats and in the port. Today 
the population of the Islands reflects that early pattern of migration with around 60 per cent 
of the permanent population being of Chinese extraction, twenty per cent Malay and twenty 
per cent Australian/European.  
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The Chinese workers endured decades of harsh treatment from successive mine managers. 
Conditions improved after the workforce became unionised and achieved pay and conditions 
that were comparable to mainland miners during the 1980s. English is widely spoken but 
many residents speak other languages including Cantonese, Mandarin and Malay. Workers 
brought with them religion and cultural traditions that influence the physical and the social 
landscape of Christmas Island to this day. There are Chinese temples and shrines 
(Buddhist, Taoist and Confucian), a Baha’i Centre, Mosque and Christian Church. 

The frequent religious celebrations and festivities mark birthdays of various gods and other 
significant events like Chinese New Year. They are often accompanied by chanting, 
drumming, ritualistic food offerings, the burning of incense and joss paper and fireworks. And 
on very special occasions and high profile visitors are often greeted with a Lion Dance.  

The Islands have also attracted artists and creative people who have interpreted the flora, 
fauna, environment and culture in a variety of art-forms. The Indian Ocean Territories are 
home to a number of artists and there are a number of mainland artists who use the Islands 
as inspiration for their work.  

Sustainable management of heritage buildings and places 

There are several buildings on Christmas Island that are either on the Commonwealth 
Heritage List or the Shire of Christmas Island Heritage List. The listings include community 
facilities like cemeteries, the Mosque, Temples and Shrines, the Chinese Literary 
Association Buildings, the Malay Club and parts of the phosphate mining infrastructure. 
There are a number of other buildings on the Christmas Island Shire Heritage List that also 
recognise the Islands Industrial and Mining Heritage. 

The heritage listing does impact on the nature and the scale of development that can occur. 
Any development on significant heritage buildings must be sympathetic to and respect the 
heritage values that they embody. Many building are on Crown Land and are managed by 
the Government e.g. the CI Club. Without the capacity to develop, modify and creatively 
reuse buildings, it is difficult to see how they can be preserved given the cost of restoration 
and maintenance, and the scarcity of funds. The Cocos (Keeling) Islands also have a small 
number of buildings that have local significance and are generally related to the copra 
industry. Oceania House on the Home Island embodies a part of the Cocos Island story 
because of its relationship to the Clunies Ross family. The Home Island Museum is located 
in the Home Island Historic Precinct and was originally built as copra storage shed in the 
1880’s. The facility provides information to visitors about the culture and history of the Cocos 
(Keeling) Islands and the industry that sustained the economy until the 1980’s.  

The capacity to fund the preservation and the interpretation of heritage assets in the IOT is 
limited. Work should be done with community groups to identify priority heritage restoration 
projects and opportunities sought to attract funding and other resources. The development of 
a close working relationship with Museums WA should be pursued. The expertise of 
Museums WA could assist in the development of project proposals and their advocacy could 
help attract funding.  
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Collecting and conserving history 

There are small museums and collections on both Christmas Island and the Cocos (Keeling) 
Islands. They provide visitors with an opportunity to learn about local history, and they 
provide local people with a place to deposit information and artefacts that may have historic 
value.  

The local museums are in public buildings owned by the Government and are generally 
curated and staffed by volunteers from interest groups and historical societies. This is 
important work undertaken by passionate people. But to properly present and care for 
historical information and artefacts expertise is required. Again, support from Museums WA 
could be beneficial.  

The Cemeteries on Christmas Island and Cocos Keeling Island have great significance to 
local communities and the heritage of the Islands. A Cemeteries Management Plan has 
been prepared for Christmas Island but cannot be implemented until funding for its 
restoration is provided. While the Shire manages the cemeteries, the Commonwealth 
Government is yet to formally vest responsibility for their care and use to the Council. 
Increasing numbers of people visit Christmas Island and visit old graves of family members.  

Cultural Tourism 

All of the recent plans about tourism in the IOT note the multi-cultural communities and 
heritage that characterise the Islands. Although the primary attractor from a tourism 
perspective is the natural environment, experience of the living and authentic culture of the 
IOT is an important part of the tourism offer.  

The communities are safe and welcoming. The willingness and capacity of the Island’s multi-
cultural communities to respond to a growing tourism industry will need to be explored. 
Opportunities to attend religious festivals and community celebrations, attend local markets, 
buy locally produced goods, eat and learn how to cook local food, hear stories, visit 
museums and undertake self-guided learning about the culture and the history of the Islands 
should form an important part of what the Islands have to offer.  

Religious, cultural and community celebrations - sustaining community identity  

The celebration of culture and religious practices is a feature of the Island communities. The 
maintenance of rituals and traditional practices are an important part of the identity of the 
island’s people. The music, dance, language, ceremonies, crafts and stories of the Islands 
need to be recorded because they are unique to the Islands. They connect people with each 
other, their place and their forebears. Communities should be supported to maintain their 
culture, traditions and religious practice and share their stories with others.  
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KEY STRATEGIC DIRECTION 5 - To Celebrate and Maintain the 
Culture and Heritage of the Islands. 

Key Objectives Actions 

1 Support communities to 
preserve, celebrate and 
promote culture and traditions. 
  

 

 

 

 

i. Provide community cultural and religious groups 
with tenure for their buildings. 

ii. Encourage young people’s involvement in cultural 
practices. 

iii. Support funding applications for community 
celebrations and events. 

iv. Support local people to develop and promote 
Cultural Tourism products.  

iv. Support entrepreneurial activities undertaken by 
local artists and artisans.  

2 Improve the collection, 
preservation and curating of 
local customs, historic 
information and artefacts.  

  

 

i. Attract funding to record traditional languages, 
music and dance of the Islands.  

ii. Establish strong relationships and attract support 
from Museums WA, Heritage bodies and other key 
stakeholders. 

iii. Support community celebrations and events.  

iv. Support the development and marketing of locally 
made                          art and cultural artefacts. 

3 To preserve and interpret 
buildings and places with 
heritage significance.  

 

 

i. Identify and prioritise opportunities to preserve 
existing building and places with heritage 
significance in public and private ownership.  

ii. Prepare collateral and interpretation of key heritage 
sites. 

iii. Develop information suitable for podcasts, apps, 
websites, links and other new technologies. 

iv. Implement Cemeteries Management Plans on the 
Cocos (Keeling) Islands and Christmas Island.  

v. Review the Christmas Island Phosphate Mine 
Conservation Management Plan to understand the 
scale of the building and infrastructure  

vi. Promote the adaptive reuse of heritage buildings 
with regulators and developers.  
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Implementation Agenda 
RDA Midwest Gascoyne is committed to championing and promoting the first Indian Ocean Territories 
Regional Plan. The Plan provides a framework to guide regional development and is the first step in a 
continuous process to identify and tackle the common concerns of communities in the IOT.  

The development of an Implementation Plan is the next important step in this planning process. Having 
established some direction and priorities for action the next phase will involve distributing the Plan to key 
stakeholders in the IOT and negotiating where support from RDA will be most valuable. The first 
Implementation Plan will focus on activity between now and the end of 2013. There will be focus on a 
small number of achievable outcomes. The capacity to deliver on objectives and actions will be 
influenced by the available resources.  

The RDA Midwest Gascoyne will facilitate the preparation of a twelve month Implementation Plan that 
will;  

 Develop criteria for prioritizing projects. 

 Identify and negotiate with lead agencies and stakeholders to implement priority activities.  

 Prepare a communications plan. 

 Monitor, review and report on progress of the plan over a twelve month period. 

It is likely that a number of objectives and actions identified in the Regional Plan will not been identified 
as priorities in the first twelve months. Some activities are clearly the responsibility of other lead 
agencies and in many instances work is already being undertaken. Progress on these activities can be 
reported in the annual review of the Plan. And in other instances the timeframe for activities will be 
extended to beyond 2013.  

The Midwest Gascoyne RDA will participate in any governance and operational structures that promote 
the Regional Plan and priority activities. The current Economic Development Consultative Committees in 
the IOT already convene a group of people from many of the key stakeholder groups. The Committees 
would be a useful forum to support an interim implementation planning process. An environment that 
enables all stakeholders to contribute to the implementation of objectives and actions will be 
encouraged.  

Key stakeholders and their roles  

There are a number of different stakeholders involved with this Plan. Their roles may include the 
following activities: - to lead, advocate, coordinate, implement, fund, monitor, review and report on 
different elements of the Plan. The stakeholders include:  

 RDA Midwest Gascoyne Committee 

 Department of Regional Australia  

 The Shires of Christmas and Cocos (Keeling) Islands  

 Economic Development Consultative Committees on Christmas Island and the Cocos (Keeling) 

Islands 

 Service Delivery Agreement Providers 

 Schools and Training Organisations  

 Business and industry groups, and the Cocos Island Cooperative Society 

 Non- Government Organisations and Community Groups  
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The IOT Regional Development Organisation  

Plans for the establishment of a new Regional Development Organisation for the Indian Ocean 
Territories are well underway. The Organisation has a broad mandate to: a) Promote and support the 
policies, strategic plans and priorities that facilitate development in the Region, and b) Provide services 
and undertake projects that facilitate outcomes that are consistent with the policies, strategic plans and 
priorities of the region.  

Should the Regional Development Organisation be established in the coming months it would be 
extremely well placed to champion, and where appropriate, help deliver on priorities articulated in the 
IOT Regional Plan. 

 

 

 


