The Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia

Cancer of the bush or
salvation for our cities?
Fly-in, fly-out and drive-in, drive-out workforce practices in
Regional Australia
House of Representatives
Standing Committee on Regional Australia

February 2013
Canberra

© Commonwealth of Australia 2013
ISBN 978-0-642-79849-7 (Printed version)
ISBN 978-0-642-79850-3 (HTML version)
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercialNoDerivs 3.0 Australia License.

The details of this licence are available on the Creative Commons website:
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/au/.

Cover photograph: Workers boarding a flight in Port Hedland, WA, March 2012.
Photograph credit: Michael McCormack MP, Member for Riverina

Contents
Foreword ............................................................................................................................................ vii
Membership of the Committee ............................................................................................................xi
Terms of reference ............................................................................................................................ xiii
List of abbreviations ...........................................................................................................................xv
List of recommendations ................................................................................................................... xix
Identified areas for action ................................................................................................................. xxv
THE REPO RT

1

Introduction .........................................................................................................1
Definitions ................................................................................................................................. 4
Conduct of the inquiry ................................................................................................................. 5
Structure of the report ................................................................................................................. 7

2

The FIFO workforce practice for resource development ..................................9
Purpose-built company towns ................................................................................................. 9
Long distance commuting ......................................................................................................... 12
The emergence of fly-in, fly-out workforce practices ................................................................. 12
Current profile of the resource industry ............................................................................... 13
Workforce profile ....................................................................................................................... 16
Labour shortages and conditions .............................................................................................. 18
Workforce outlook .................................................................................................................. 23
Construction workforces............................................................................................................ 24
Operational workforces ............................................................................................................. 25
Workforce projections ............................................................................................................... 26

iv

Workforce and population data ............................................................................................. 28
Population-based funding for services ...................................................................................... 30
ABS definitions .......................................................................................................................... 34
Challenges in data collection..................................................................................................... 37
Committee comment ................................................................................................................. 39

3

‘Fly-in’ communities .......................................................................................... 41
Community image and social cohesion ................................................................................ 44
‘Us’ versus ‘them’ ...................................................................................................................... 46
Safety ........................................................................................................................................ 49
Community engagement ........................................................................................................... 51
12-hour shifts ............................................................................................................................ 53
Drive-in, drive-out after 12 hour shifts ....................................................................................... 56
Economic impact .................................................................................................................... 58
Medical services...................................................................................................................... 61
Economic diversification ........................................................................................................ 63
Tourism ..................................................................................................................................... 64
Business development .............................................................................................................. 69
Choice ...................................................................................................................................... 72
Community benefits................................................................................................................ 73
Local government involvement in planning ............................................................................... 75
Royalties for regions and local government capacity ................................................................ 77
Housing affordability .............................................................................................................. 79
One solution – adequate land release ....................................................................................... 84
Commonwealth assistance ....................................................................................................... 85

4

'Fly-out' communities ........................................................................................ 89
The FIFO worker experience .................................................................................................. 92
Accommodation standards ........................................................................................................ 93
Health impacts on FIFO workers ............................................................................................... 96
Committee comment ............................................................................................................... 100
FIFO families.......................................................................................................................... 101
The impact on children ............................................................................................................ 103
‘Source’ communities ........................................................................................................... 106

v

Impact on source communities................................................................................................ 109
Benefits for Indigenous communities ...................................................................................... 110
Committee comment............................................................................................................. 112

5

Governance...................................................................................................... 113
Taxation ................................................................................................................................. 113
Fringe benefits tax................................................................................................................... 115
Zone tax offset ........................................................................................................................ 122
Voting and electoral enrolment............................................................................................ 126
Voting accessibility .................................................................................................................. 127
Committee comment............................................................................................................. 129
Commonwealth agencies’ responses to FIFO .................................................................... 130
Department of Regional Australia, Local Government, Arts and Sport.................................... 131
Department of Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population and Communities .................. 132
Department of Resources, Energy and Tourism ..................................................................... 134
Committee comment............................................................................................................. 135
Governance model ................................................................................................................ 136
A case study in coordinated response .................................................................................... 137

6

Delivery of health services and local training ............................................... 141
FIFO and health professionals ............................................................................................. 142
Workforce shortages ............................................................................................................... 143
Nurses and allied health professionals .................................................................................... 147
Building a residential medical workforce ................................................................................. 151
Committee comment............................................................................................................. 152
Other services ....................................................................................................................... 155
Youth services......................................................................................................................... 155
Policing ................................................................................................................................... 156
Non-residential workforces and local communities: a case study ................................... 158
Committee comment............................................................................................................. 159
Training and skills development.......................................................................................... 160
Skills shortages ....................................................................................................................... 160
Recruitment and skills sourcing............................................................................................... 165
Local training ........................................................................................................................... 167
Commonwealth initiatives ....................................................................................................... 169

vi

Challenges in regional education ............................................................................................ 169
Committee comment............................................................................................................. 171
APPENDICES

Appendix A – List of submissions ........................................................................ 173
Appendix B – List of exhibits ................................................................................ 181
Appendix C – List of witnesses, hearings and inspections ................................ 183
Appendix D – Delegation program ........................................................................ 203
Canada ................................................................................................................................... 203
Mongolia ................................................................................................................................ 206
DISSENTING REPO RT

Dissenting report – Dan Tehan MP ....................................................................... 211
LIST OF FIG URES

Figure 2.1

Share of Exports, by industry of origin, 2006/07 .......................................................... 14

Figure 2.2

Share of Exports, by industry of origin, 2010/11 .......................................................... 15

Figure 2.3

Operations workforce growth predictions..................................................................... 26

Figure 3.1

FIFO/DIDO visitor nights as a proportion of business nights, 2010 ............................. 68

LIST OF TABLES

Table 2.1

Origin and workplace of Rio Tinto’s regional Indigenous FIFO employees in
Western Australia ........................................................................................................ 21

Table 2.2

Workforce accommodation in the Pilbara region ......................................................... 34

Table 3.1

Moranbah Medical: Patient location, September 2011 ................................................ 62

Table 6.1

Persons employed in health occupations per 100,000 people,
by Remoteness Area, 2006 ....................................................................................... 144

Table 6.2

Occupational employment in Mining, top 20 occupations, 2010 ................................ 162

Table 6.3

Skill shortages in occupations key to the resources sector, 2008 to 2010 ................. 163

Foreword
The Mayor of Kalgoorlie called the workforce practice of ‘fly-in, fly-out/drive-in,
drive-out’ (FIFO/DIDO) the ‘cancer of the bush’. He claimed, and many others
agreed, that it is eroding the way of life in traditional mining communities like
Kalgoorlie, Karratha, Mount Isa, Broken Hill and Moranbah.
In a different light, FIFO/DIDO is presented as offering work opportunities to
ease unemployment in cities and coastal areas, spreading the wealth of the
resources industry and raising the question: could this be the salvation for our
cities?
A century ago, many country people migrated to the cities in search of work as
technology dictated less jobs on the land.
A century later, many see jobs being created in the mining sector in inland
Australia with many of those jobs being taken up by city or coastal people who do
not live where they work (FIFO/DIDO).
There are warning signs for inland Australia, particularly in those areas that are
relatively closely settled, as well as opportunities for coastal regional centres.
Obviously, some areas of remote Australia can only be serviced by FIFO/DIDO
workforces, but many communities are concerned about the negative impacts on
their towns and feel that although they may be the site of the resource activity,
they not a major beneficiary.
This inquiry heard extensive arguments from both sides of the debate – the
benefits that the high wages and time at home bring to FIFO/DIDO workers and
their families, and the damage that the practice is doing to the prosperity of some
of those in regional communities.
Above all else, this inquiry heard the mantra of ‘choice’ – that choice must be
provided to workers to fuel the high-speed mining economy. However, the work
practice is eroding the liveability of some regional communities to such an extent
that it is increasingly removing the choice to ‘live-in’ rather than simply ‘cash-in’.
The subsidisation of FIFO/DIDO work practices through taxation concessions to
mining corporations distorts the capacity of workers to make the choice to live and
work in regional communities and in fact encourages the practice.
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Despite the rapid increase in FIFO/DIDO workers in Australia and the impact the
practice is having on regional communities, state and federal governments and
some companies appear to be oblivious to the damage that it is causing to the lives
of regional people, FIFO/DIDO workers and their families.
Some regional communities see an opportunity to become a hub for FIFO/DIDO
services. The report examines the implications to those towns and the towns to
which the workers travel and highlights challenges for all levels of government.
Policy makers must develop a policy mix that ensures the FIFO/DIDO work
practice does not become the dominant practice, as it could lead to a hollowing out
of established regional towns, particularly those inland.
The Committee commenced this inquiry not knowing what it would find. What
the inquiry found was a dearth of empirical evidence. This means that the state
and federal governments have no capacity to respond to this phenomenon in a
way that will support regional communities. Corporate employment choices have
become the regional Australia policy of many governments and this is simply
unacceptable.
There are simple and practical measures that can be put in place to provide more
incentive for FIFO/DIDO workers to become residential workers but foremost,
governments at all levels must acknowledge that, for some communities –
particularly those traditional resource communities, FIFO/DIDO is a cancer.
Regional communities need a champion. This report calls for that champion. It
recognises that there are some circumstances where FIFO/DIDO is warranted –
for construction and very remote operations. But for operational positions located
near existing regional communities, every effort should be made to make
FIFO/DIDO the exception rather than the rule.
The same resource companies operating in Australia demonstrated, both in
Canada and Mongolia, that they are capable of operating profitably while building
regional communities and this report challenges them to extend this approach to
their Australian operations.
The inquiry also heard evidence about the use of FIFO/DIDO in delivering remote
health services and the benefits that this can bring for both medical practitioners
and small communities without the population to support full-time medical
specialists. The report supports measures to encourage the continuation of this
service provision, as long as it is not at the expense of regional healthcare.
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I would like to thank the Deputy Chair, Steve Gibbons MP, and members of the
Committee for their dedication to the inquiry. The Committee travelled
extensively, including overseas, and has collected a significant body of evidence
regarding the impact of FIFO/DIDO in regional Australia. I call on all
stakeholders to take careful note of the evidence and recommendations of this
report and work towards building a stronger regional Australia.
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Chair
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Terms of reference
The Committee is to inquire into and report on the use of ‘fly-in, fly-out (FIFO)
and ‘drive-in, drive-out’ (DIDO) workforce practices in regional Australia, with
specific reference to:


the extent and projected growth in FIFO/DIDO work practices,
including in which regions and key industries this practice is utilised;



costs and benefits for companies, and individuals, choosing a
FIFO/DIDO workforce as an alternative to a resident workforce;



the effect of a non-resident FIFO/DIDO workforce on established
communities, including community wellbeing, services and
infrastructure;



the impact on communities sending large numbers of FIFO/DIDO
workers to mine sites;



long term strategies for economic diversification in towns with large
FIFO/DIDO workforces;



key skill sets targeted for mobile workforce employment, and
opportunities for ongoing training and development;



provision of services, infrastructure and housing availability for
FIFO/DIDO workforce employees;



strategies to optimise FIFO/DIDO experience for employees and their
families, communities and industry;



potential opportunities for non-mining communities with narrow
economic bases to diversify their economic base by providing a
FIFO/DIDO workforce;



current initiatives and responses of the Commonwealth, State and
Territory Governments; and



any other related matter.
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List of recommendations
2

The FIFO workforce practice for resource development
Recommendation 1
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government fund
the Australian Bureau of Statistics to establish a cross-jurisdictional
working group to develop and implement a method for the accurate
measurement of:


the extent of fly-in, fly-out/drive-in, drive-out workforce practices in
the resource sector; and



service populations of resource communities.

Recommendation 2
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government, in
consultation with state and territory governments, review allocation of
funding for communities that receive fly-in, fly-out/drive-in, drive-out
workforces so that funding is based on both resident and service
populations.
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‘Fly-in’ communities
Recommendation 3
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government
commission a comprehensive research study to determine the actual
economic impact on the demand for and consumption of local
government services and infrastructure from fly-in, fly-out/drive-in,
drive-out workforces.
Recommendation 4
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government
commission a study of the impact of non-resident workers in regional
resource towns on the provision of medical services and as a result of this
study develop a health policy response that supports the sustainability of
regional medical services.

xx

Recommendation 5
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government
charge the Australian Small Business Commissioner to enhance the
capacity of small businesses in resource communities to participate in
servicing the demands of the resource sector.
Recommendation 6
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government
identify areas where local governments affected by fly-in, fly-out/drivein, drive-out work practices would benefit from enhanced skills sets and
develop training programs to meet the needs of councillors and senior
staff in local government.
Recommendation 7
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government task
the National Housing Supply Council to urgently develop and
implement a strategy to address the supply of affordable housing in
resource communities and report to the House of Representatives by 27
June 2013 on the progress of this strategy.
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'Fly-out' communities
Recommendation 8
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government
commission a comprehensive study into the health effects of fly-in, flyout/drive-in, drive-out work and lifestyle factors and as a result of this
research develop a comprehensive health policy response addressing the
needs of fly-in, fly-out/drive-in, drive-out workers.
Recommendation 9
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government
develop a best practice guide for employers with significant non-resident
workforces aimed at assisting them to develop their own family support
programs.
Recommendation 10
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government
commission research on the effect on children and family relationships of
having a long-term fly-in, fly-out/drive-in, drive-out parent.
Recommendation 11
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government
commission research into the economic and social impacts of establishing
regional centres as fly-in fly-out source communities.
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Governance
Recommendation 12
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government
review the Fringe Benefits Tax Assessment Act 1986 to examine the:


removal of impediments to the provision of residential housing in
regional communities;



removal of the exempt status of fly-in, fly-out/drive-in, drive-out
work camps that are co-located with regional towns; and



removal of the exempt status of travel to and from the workplace for
operational phases of regional mining projects.

Recommendation 13
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government
review the Fringe Benefits Tax Assessment Act 1986 to:


remove the general exemption for fly-in, fly-out/drive-in, drive-out
workers from the 12-month limit of payment of the living away from
home allowance;



enable specific exemptions for construction projects that have a
demonstrated limited lifespan; and



enable specific exemptions for projects in remote areas where the flyin, fly-out/drive-in, drive-out work practice is unavoidable.

Recommendation 14
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government
review the Zone Tax Offset arrangements to ensure that they are only
claimable by permanent residents of a zone or special area.
Recommendation 15
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government
review the Zone Tax Offset to ensure:


that it provides reasonable acknowledgement of the cost of living in
remote Australia;



that the zones are based on a contemporary measure of remoteness;



that the zones are based on up-to-date census figures; and



that it includes a mechanism for regular review to ensure that the
offset reflects accurate population figures.
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Recommendation 16
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government
charge the Australian Electoral Commission to develop an electronic
voting system for voters living or working in remote areas to facilitate
easier access and ensure more accurate population figures are recorded.
Recommendation 17
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government
charge the Productivity Commission with investigating a more
appropriate form of governance for remote Australia that is flexible and
responsive.
Recommendation 18
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government
establish a dedicated secretariat, within an existing government
department and based on the Province of Alberta Oil Sands Sustainable
Development Secretariat, with responsibility for consulting with state
governments and the resources industry in order to:
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compile nationally consistent data regarding the impact of fly-in, flyout workforces on housing, infrastructure, healthcare, education,
social services and future planned resource development;



develop a regional social and infrastructure impact methodology that
will assist resource companies and local governments in assessing
the impact of current and planned resource projects including
cumulative impacts;



develop regional infrastructure plans; and



develop, promote and coordinate community benefits agreements.

Delivery of health services and local training
Recommendation 19
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government
develop strategies and targets for achieving fair access to health services
for people living in regional and remote areas recognising the use of flyin, fly-out/drive-in, drive-out health services, providing for appropriate
funding and infrastructure support.

xxiii

Recommendation 20
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government
require each Regional Development Australia committee, in consultation
with regional health groups such as Medicare Locals, to have a health
focus in its strategic plan, specifically focussing on long-term workforce
and infrastructure planning and the role that fly-in, fly-out/drive-in,
drive-out medical practitioners will play in future service delivery, with a
primary aim to increase residential service delivery.
Recommendation 21
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government
develop initiatives to encourage the provision of tertiary education
providers to resource communities.
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