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GENERAL INFORMATION
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PREFACE

The Western Australian Year Book is a general reference work on Western Australia and includes
authoritative information on almost every aspect of life in the State. Together with chapters on the
social, demographic and economic structure of the State, the Year Book includes information on
history, geography, climate, vegetation and fauna, and government. Each chapter contains the latest
information available at the time of manuscript preparation.

Constraints of time and space mean that the Year Book can only be illustrative of the wide range of
data available from the ABS in over 1,500 publications, or on microfiche, magnetic tape, floppy disk,
CD—ROM, or electronically through DISCOVERY or AUSSTATS. The publications of the Western
Australian Office are listed in the Appendix.

Outside contributors, officers in subject matter areas of the Bureau and the staff of the Department of
Services, State Printing Division have all contributed significantly to this Year Book, and 1 express my
appreciation for their efforts. The coordination of this effort and editing of the Year Book has been
the task of the Bureau’s Publishing Section. Jeff Carlton, Manager of the Publishing Section and Ann
Soutar, Assistant Editor, have had excellent support from Larry Dunning and Marlene Greenhalgh in
preparing the 1990 Year Book, especially in improving its timeliness.

The wide range of statistics presented in this book would not be possible without the continued
cooperation of individuals, businesses, government agencies and other organisations who provide the
basic information from which ABS statistics are produced. Their assistance is gratefully acknowledged.

B.N. PINK

Deputy Commonwealth Statistician
July 1990 and Government Statistician

viii



Chapter 1

HISTORY OF WESTERN AUSTRALIA

Contributed by Dr Lenore Layman, Murdoch University

ABORIGINAL PREHISTORY

Aboriginal tradition records that Aboriginal people
have always lived in Australia. Prehistorians now
date their occupancy, at a minimum, from 40,000
years before the present (BP). Upper Swan Bridge
near Perth, with a radiocarbon date of 38,000
years BP, is the oldest Aboriginal site yet found in
Australia. The present state of archeological
knowledge of Western Australian sites is
represented in Table 1.1.

TABLE 1.1 — SIGNIFICANT ARCHEOLOGICAL SITES

Site Location Date BP
Upper Swan Bridge Swan Valley,
South-West 38,000
Devil’s Lair Margaret River,
South-West 28,000
Rock Shelter Mount Newman,
Pilbara 26,000
Caves, N145 Koonalda Nullarbor Plain 20,000
Miriwun Ord River,
Kimberley 18,000

When the British first established settlements at
King George Sound in 1826 and Swan River in
1829, Aboriginal people lived throughout Western
Australia, the population estimated conservatively
at around 60,000. Their societies, based on a
hunter-gatherer economy, were structured by the
relationship of the clan or patrilineal descent group
to particular country. Land was not owned, was
not simply an economic resource; it was the basis
of identity. The relationship was (and remains)
fundamentally a spiritual one. Because of this
prior occupancy historians name nineteenth

century British occupation as invasion. Diagram
1.1 shows the groupings among Aboriginal people
at this time and indicates their spread across all of
Western Australia.

EUROPEAN DISCOVERY

Others knew of, and showed an interest in, the
Western Australian coast from at least the
seventeenth century. By the eighteenth century the
Makassans regularly traded with Kimberley
Aboriginal people. The Dutch en route to the East
Indies made frequent contacts, Dirk Hartog being
the first recorded; at Shark Bay in 1616. Many
unplanned encounters as well as voyages of
exploration followed, most notable among the
explorers Able Tasman who charted the northern
and north-western coastline in 1644 and named the
western half of the continent New Holland. Also
of note was Willem de Vlamingh who explored
Rottnest and the Swan River in 1696 while
searching for one of the many Dutch ships which
went missing off the Western Australian coast.
The Dutch saw nothing on these visits to tempt
them to claim territory.

French interest in Terra Australis resulted in 1772
in the explorer Saint Allouarn claiming the
country at Shark Bay as a French possession. No
settlement followed this annexation but the French
continued to explore: in 1792 D’Entrecasteaux
surveyed the southern coast and Baudin led a
scientific expedition along the west coast in
1801-03. Then plans for a penal settlement in the
south-west were pre-empted by the posting of a
British garrison to King George Sound in 1826,
and French interest moved away from Western
Australia.
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The Englishman William Dampier visited the
coast first in 1688 and returned in 1699 to explore
the north-west coast. He was unimpressed and it
was not until a century later that another
Englishman, George Vancouver, explored further,
this time along the southern coast. At King George
Sound in 1791 he claimed the land for Britain. In
1801 Matthew Flinders extended Vancouver’s
surveying work in the area while Phillip Parker
King in 1818-22 charted most of the west coast.

Over two centuries the ships of these European
nations came and went leaving the Aboriginal
societies they encountered virtually unaffected. All
this changed in the early nineteenth century.

BRITISH OCCUPATION

The small military garrison and convict outpost
sent under Major Lockyer from New South Wales
to King George Sound (Albany) in 1826
established a continuing British presence in
Western Australia. However it was not until
2 May 1829 that Captain Fremantle, preparing the
way for Lieutenant Governor Stirling and the
Swan River colonists, formally took possession for
Britain of ’all that part of New Holland which is
not included within the territory of New South
Wales’. All of Australia was now British territory
and the Swan River Colony its Western Australian
expression.

Western Australia retained its colonial status,
governed from Britain through the person of the
Governor, until 1890 when responsible
government enabled Western Australians to
govern themselves.” Then the federation
referendum decision in 1900 took Western
Australia into the Commonwealth of Australia as
a State with the new federal system. The political
framework of contemporary Western Australia
was thus established. What shape has the society
taken within this framework in the period from
1829? Some of its major characteristics are
outlined below.

MIGRATION AND ETHNICITY

The Aboriginal population (Table 1.2) was
decimated by frontier conflict and disease, the
spread of British settlement in the nineteenth
century dispossessing Aboriginal societies of their
country, from the Swan River in the 1830s to the

Kimberley in the 1890s. Aboriginal people were
effectively excluded from Australian society until
the 1960s, the decision that they should be
counted in censuses being emblematic of policy
changes which in turn have assisted the beginnings
of a population increase.

The decision that Western Australia’s population
would be white and homogeneous had been taken
before the close of the nineteenth century. Rural
labour shortages from the colony’s beginnings
encouraged the importation of Asian ’coolie’
labour, particularly for the pastoral and pearling
industries, but these people were never treated as
migrants: they were temporary residents whose
contracts specified that they be returned to their
places of recruitment. Furthermore, Chinese were
barred from holding Miner’s Rights on Western
Australian goldfields in order to discourage their
entry to the colony. In the early twentieth century
Broome’s pearling industry was made an
exception to 'White Australia’ because it was
dependent for survival on the skilled labour of
Japanese divers and South East Asian lugger
crews. Nevertheless, while this concession
explains the multicultural character of the
north-west port, it had very little impact on the
composition of the State’s population because the
men were still recruited on contract for specific
periods with no provision for family migration.
The permanent settlement of Asian people in
Western Australia has occurred since the mid
1960s with policy changes at the Commonwealth
level signalling the end of *White Australia’.

TABLE 1.2 - ESTIMATED MINIMUM POPULATION
OF ABORIGINAL DESCENT
Source: Australians: Historical Statistics

1788 62,000 1933 17,500
1861 44,500 1947 18,250
1871 40,000 1954 20,000
1881 35,500 1961 19,572
1891 31,000 1966 22,370
1901 26,500 1971 25,501
1911 22,498 1976 28,648
1921 19,547 1981 31,347

Western Australia’s European population has
grown enormously since 1829, assisted very
significantly by immigration. The beginning was

1 Black D., One hundred years of Responsible Government in Western Australia, Chapter 5.
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uncertain as the Swan River Colony struggled to
survive the reality of the Western Australian
environment. Unrealistic expectations produced
dashed hopes and adverse reports in Britain.
Immigration dropped away and the colony
stagnated. (Table 1.3).

TABLE 1.3 - NEW PRIVATE IMMIGRATION
Source: Statham P., Swan River Colony 1829-1850° in
Stannage C.T. (ed.) A New History of Western Australia

1829 +669 1835 +1
1830 +1,050 1836 -25
1831 +44 1837 +1
1832 -41 1838 +62
1833 +60 1839 +94
1834 +127

TABLE 1.4 -~ CONVICT ARRIVALS
Source: Australians: Historical Statistics

1851-60 5,270
1861-68 4,198
Total 9,468

The transportation of nearly 10,000 British convict
males (Tables 1.4) in the eighteen years after 1850
boosted the population but, more importantly,
brought greatly increased British government
spending to the colony. The cessation of
transportation in 1868  severely reduced
immigration as can be seen in Table 1.5. Gold
discoveries in the 1890s caused an influx of
immigrants, mostly from the eastern colonies and
particularly from Victoria. In 1901 almost as many
Victorian-born  (21.5 per cent) as Westemn
Australian-born (28.7 per cent) were resident in
the State. The net migration figures of the 1890s
were not repeated until the 1960s when another
mineral boom drew people into the State.

TABLE 1.5 - NET MIGRATION
Source: Australians: Historical Statistics

1860-69 5,987 1920-29 49,668
1870-79 -11 1930-39 615
1880-89 9,887 1940-49 9,734
1890-99 111,523 1950-59 67,267
1900-09 53,181 1960-69 137,161
1910-19 10,137 1970-79 121,804
The original Swan River colonists were

overwhelmingly English by birth (80.9 per cent in
1832), Irish and Scottish settlers being
disproportionately few in comparison with the
populations of the eastern colonies. In 1861 the

numbers of English-born in the colony still
exceeded those of the Australian-born. The
integration of Western Australia’s population into
that of the rest of Australia came with the gold
rushes, such that by 1901 40 per cent of residents
had been born in the eastern colonies. (Table 1.6).
In the 1980s Western Australia’s overseas-born
remained principally British although post-war
migration had slightly increased the proportion of
eastern  European-born  people  (particularly
Yugoslavs) and southern FEuropean-born people
(particularly Italians).

TABLE 1.6 - BIRTHPLACES
Source : Australians: Historical Statistics

1901 1947 1981
per cent - per cent  per cent
Western Australia 28.7 67.6 } 723
Other Australia 40.4 14.2 .
New Zealand 1.5 04 1.5
Britain, including Ireland 227 139 14.8
Northemn Europe 1.9 04 2.0
Eastern Europe,
including Yugoslavia - 0.5 0.9 1.7
Southemn Europe 1.0 1.6 3.0
West Asia 0.02 0.2
South Asia 0.6 } 0.7 { 1.3
East and South East Asia 2.0 14
Other 0.8 03 17
POPULATION

TABLE 1.7 - POPULATION (a)

1829 1,003
1850 5,886
1900 179,987
1950 572,649
1988 1,544,806
By 1947 Western Australia’s  population

(excluding Aboriginal people) had reached only
half a million, a total which grew to one million
by 1970 and to one and a half million by 1987.
(Table 1.7) Population increases in the nineteenth
century had been slow, reflecting the Colony’s
struggle for prosperity. However the largest
proportionate increase (371 per cent) of any
decade in Western Australia’s history occurred in
the 1890s. Even in absolute numbers it was not
exceeded until the 1950s. The 1890s were also
marked by the population’s increased masculinity
as gold diggers left families behind to seek their
fortunes (Table 1.8). While this masculinity was
particularly evident in the 1890s it has always
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been a characteristic of Western Australia’s
population, making it the most disproportionately
male of the States (but not, of course, equalling
that of the Northern Territory).

TABLE 1.8 - MALES PER 100 FEMALES (a)

1861 171 1947 106
1871 148 1954 107
1881 135 1961 104
1891 149 1966 104
1901 158 1971 105
1911 134 1976 104
1921 114 1981 102
1933 114 1986 102

{a) Prior to 1961 excludes persons of predominantly Aboriginal descent.

Demographic research enables something to be
said about nineteenth century Western Australian
families. (Margaret Grellier, 'The Family’ in
Stannage (ed.) A New History of Western
Australia, Ch. 15) In mid nineteenth century
women married at an average age of 20, earlier
than they did in Britain; while men married later
at an average age of 27. Not surprisingly, given
the colony’s sex ratio, women were more likely
than men to marry. Almost all women married: in
1881 as few as 3 per cent aged 45-49 years had
never married (in contrast to 43.5 per cent of men
of the same age group). Fertility was high. Over
half of these married women had produced their
first child in their first year of marriage and
child-bearing had continued on average every 2-2
1/2 years. In completed families, where husband
and wife survived and remained together until the
end of the wife’s child-bearing years, the average
number of children was 8.7, a much higher
fertility than at the same time in Britain. The
median length of child-bearing among these
families was twenty years and wives’ median age
at last birth 41. Miscarriages and stillbirths added
further to these women’s reproductive experience.
From the second half of the nineteenth century
until the present the trend has been towards
smaller families. In the same period infant
mortality has fallen sharply. (Table 1.9).

TABLE 1.9 — INFANT MORTALITY RATE
{Number of deaths per thousand live births)

1886 154.8 1961 19.7
1901 128.9 1981 8.8
1921 783 1986 8.8
1941 353

WORK AND THE ECONOMY

Child-bearing, child-rearing and keeping house
have not been officially regarded as work. For
instance, the 1848 census in classifying
occupations listed all women (with the Colony’s
children) in the non-productive category of
‘residue’, a forerunner to the post-1890 category
of ’dependent’. (Table 1.10). The biggest area of
male employment in 1848 was in agricultural
labouring, an occupation originally filled by
indentured servants, then by workers employed
under colonial contracts to be paid by piece rates,
and—after 1850—by ticket-of-leave convicts.
Many farmers—176 in 1848—could not afford
paid labour and relied instead on family, especially
children’s, labour to make their farms viable.

TABLE 1.10 - OCCUPATIONS
Census of Western Australia, 10 October 1848

Occupation Persons (a)
Agriculture—

Occupiers employing labourers 124

Occupiers not employing labourers 176

Agricultural labourers, including gardeners 476
Grazing—

In care of sheep 121

In care of cattle 24
Trade—

Shopkeepers and other retail dealers,

and their assistants 64

Bricklayers and masons 32

Smiths 22

Carpenters and joiners, painters and glaziers 98

Tailors and shoemakers 39

Sawyers and splitters 49

Capitalists, bankers, professional and other

educated men, their clerks and assistants 44

Civil officers, their clerks and assistants 69

Labourers employed in labour not agricultural 241

Domestic servants (males) 55

Military men 103

All other males above 14 not included above 183
Residue—

‘Women and children 2,702
Total 4,622

{a) Excludes Aborigines.

Early in the Colony’s existence wool proved its
most valuable export (Table 1.11) and the Avon
Valley its most prosperous pastoral district.
Supplying the Asian market with sandalwood was
also a significant export earner in the mid
nineteenth century as were the products of the
whaling industry. By the turn of the century gold
was contributing half the value of the State’s
exports but this percentage fell rapidly as the
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industry began a slow decline after 1903 (the year
of peak production). Government policy of
agricultural expansion, initiated by Premier Forrest
and pursued by his successors, in particular
Mitchell, opened up the wheat belt and made
wheat an important export commodity. With wool,
the latter was the largest earner until 1970 when
iron ore assumed preeminence. (Table 1.12).

TABLE 1.11 - EXPORTS, 1850
Source: Blue Book of Western Australia, 1850

Value
Commodity pounds Per cent
Wool 15,482 69.9
Whale oil and bone 2,306 10.4
Sandalwood 1,220 55
Timber 1,048 4.7
Livestock 626 2.8
Hides, skins 329 1.5
Salted fish 190 0.9
Hay and fodder 108 0.5
Potatoes 96 04
Tallow 95 0.4
Lead ore 55 0.3
Miscellaneous 580 2.6
Total 22,135 100.00

TABLE 1.12 - MAJOR EXPORTS, 1900 AND 1985

Commodity 1900 1985

$°000  Per cent $°000  Per cent
Wheat and flour 814 6.0 850,966 11.3
Wool 523 39 523,304 6.9
Timber 164 1.2 7,173 0.09
Gold 7,589 56.2 308,424 4.1
Iron ore - - 1,796,578 23.8
Total 13,496 . 7,535,850

Despite the greatly increased importance of
mineral production since the 1960s Western
Australia’s mining workforce has remained
proportionately small, only 4 per cent of total in
1971, for instance. The capital intensive nature of
open cut production contrasts with early twentieth
century mining which involved 20 per cent of the
State’s workforce in 1901.

State Government policy of fostering agricultural
development kept many people engaged in
primary industry until the 1940s. First, the wheat
belt was developed to create family farms and
then, after the Great War, the Group Settlement
Scheme was intended to establish a flourishing
dairy industry in the south-west. However the bulk

of hopeful group settlers failed to achieve an
adequate livelihood and eventually abandoned
their holdings in the face of environmental
constraints, inadequate capital, low product prices
and, consequently, varying periods of grinding
poverty.

TABLE 1.13 ~ TRADE UNION UNEMPLOYMENT,
1927-1942
Source: Snooks G.D., *Development in Adversity’ in Stannage
C.T.(ed.) A New History of Western Australia

Per cent Per cent
1927-28 6.7 1935-36 11.0
1928-29 9.1 1936-37 6.0
1929-30 13.8 1937-38 54
1930-31 241 1938-39 6.5
1931-32 28.7 1939-40 6.8
1932-33 28.0 1940-41 4.4
1933-34 21.0 1941-42 1.9
1934-35 15.7

The depression of the 1930s proved the final blow
to many group settlers who had struggled to
overcome the initial difficulties inherent in new
settlements, particularly ones as misguided as the
1920s scheme. The depression brought great
suffering to most—but not all—Western
Australians. Unemployment was high (Table 1.13)
and men sought relief and sustenance work,
provided by the government, to sustain themselves
and their families. Many farmers endured stark
poverty, a large number being forced to abandon
their properties. Recovery from the depression was
not complete until World War I

TABLE 1.14 - WORKFORCE DISTRIBUTION, 1901-1976

Primary Secondary Tertiary

Per cent Per cent Per cent
1901 35 16 49
1933 32 12 56
1947 23 18 59
1961 18 18 64
1971 13 15 72
1976 13 14 73

Manufacturing remained limited in Western
Australia and the secondary sector workforce
relatively small. (Table 1.14). Post-World War
State governments fostered industrial development,
the most important element of which was the
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heavy industrial complex at Kwinana established
in the early 1950s. Kwinana provided employment
for many men and brought skilled tradesmen from
EBurope, especially from Britain. However,
government plans for an integrated iron and steel
industry and a petrochemical industry as the
linchpins of a major industrial area did not
eventuate. Instead the resource development of the
1960s was centred on extractive mining activity.
An increasing majority of the postwar workforce
has been engaged in the provision of services,
both tangible and intangible.

Throughout Western Australia’s history labour
shortages have recurred in rural labouring, public
works construction and maintenance, factory
process work and domestic service. These jobs
have been taken disproportionately by recent
migrants. The young Italian, Yugoslav and other
continental European men who migrated in the
early twentieth century worked on the woodlines
supplying wood to fuel the gold mines, in
south-west timber camps and on new farms
clearing and fencing (the last of these also an area
of substantial Aboriginal labour). The eastern and
central FEuropean displaced persons of the
1947-1953  period fulfilled their two-year
government contracts working, if they were male,
at railway repair, timber milling and farm
labouring; while female displaced persons were
usually contracted as domestic servants in private
homes or hotels. Migrant women’s labour has also
been important in factory work, particularly in the
food processing and clothing industries. With
average annual earnings well below those of male
employees, in fact below half in the years to 1940,
female labour was cheap indeed. (Table 1.15).

TABLE 1.15 - AVERAGE ANNUAL
EARNINGS IN MANUFACTURING, BY SEX
Source: Australians: Historical Statistics

Male Female
1915 284 107
1925 455 192
1935 421 175
1945 623 286
1955 1,596 868
1965 2,337 1,228

In recent years Western Australia has been one of
the more rapidly developing States, in 1987-88 its
rate of population increase being 2.9 per cent
compared with 1.7 per cent for Australia as a

whole. Manufacturing employment has remained
low and export earnings high; with 9.3 per cent of
Australia’s population, the State contributed 17.9
per cent of export earnings in 1987-88.

SOCIAL CHANGE

For most Western Australians living through the
experiences, the two wars—1914-18 and
1939-45—seemed to be times of cataclysmic
change and destruction. And there is no doubt that
the death and injury they caused meant that the
lives of many people would never be the same
again. At a personal level these wars (like the
Vietnam conflict) transformed the lives of the men
who fought and, in turn, influenced the lives of
those close to the servicemen. Their consequences
for the wider society are less self-evident.
Certainly most Western Australians supported
Australia’s involvement in the Great War even to
the extent of strongly supporting conscription for
overseas military service, Western Australia being
the only State which voted overwhelmingly for
conscription in both the referendums of 1916-17.
However the major social impact of the Great War
was to divide Western Australians, often bitterly:
between pro-conscriptionists and the minority of
anti-conscriptionists, between people of German
and Austrian ethnicity and the rest, between
working class radicals and middle class
conservatives, between those who enlisted and
who did not. The World War proved less divisive
as Western Australians faced imminent Japanese
invasion. Nevertheless the State’s Italian
community suffered harsh discrimination. The
failure of British power and the inability of the
Commonwealth to provide an adequate defence
for the west coast etched themselves vividly on
Western  Australian minds. The American
submariners provided a reass