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Australian Indigenous HealthInfoNet 

The Australian Indigenous HealthInfoNetôs mission is to contribute to improvements in Indigenous health by making relevant, 

high quality knowledge and information easily accessible to policy makers, health service providers, program managers, 

clinicians, researchers and the general community. 

The HealthInfoNet addresses this mission by undertaking research into various aspects of Indigenous health and disseminating 

the results (and other relevant knowledge and information) mainly via its Internet site (www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au). The 

HealthInfoNetôs research mainly involves analysis and synthesis of data and other information obtained from academic, 

professional, government and other sources, but it also undertakes some primary data collection and analysis. 

The HealthInfoNet is a world leader in knowledge/research translation/transfer, the area of research which aims at transferring 

the results of pure and applied research into practice. In this research, the HealthInfoNet addresses the knowledge needs of its 

wide range of potential users. 

Director Professor Neil Thomson 

Address Kurongkurl Katitjin, School of Indigenous Australian Studies, Edith Cowan University, 2 Bradford Street, 

Mount Lawley, WA 6050 

Telephone National: (08) 9370 6109; International: +61 8 9370 6062 

Facsimile National: (08) 9370 6022; International: +61 8 9370 6022 

Email  healthinfonet@ecu.edu.au 

Web address www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au 

 

 



Overview of Australian Indigenous health status, October 2008 

© Australian Indigenous HealthInfoNet    www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au ii  

 

 

 

Contents 

Preface ............................................................................................................................................................................................. iv 

Acknowledgements ........................................................................................................................................................................... v 

Introduction ....................................................................................................................................................................................... 1 

Limitations of the sources of Indigenous health information ........................................................................................................ 1 

The context of Indigenous health ...................................................................................................................................................... 1 

Indigenous population .................................................................................................................................................................. 1 

The socioeconomic context ......................................................................................................................................................... 3 

Births and pregnancy outcome ......................................................................................................................................................... 4 

Age of mothers ............................................................................................................................................................................. 4 

Total fertility rates ......................................................................................................................................................................... 4 

Birthweights.................................................................................................................................................................................. 4 

Mortality ............................................................................................................................................................................................. 6 

Standardised death rates ............................................................................................................................................................. 6 

Expectation of life ......................................................................................................................................................................... 7 

Age at death ................................................................................................................................................................................. 8 

Infant mortality ............................................................................................................................................................................. 8 

Causes of death ........................................................................................................................................................................... 9 

Hospitalisation ................................................................................................................................................................................. 11 

Separation rates ......................................................................................................................................................................... 11 

Age-specific separation rates..................................................................................................................................................... 11 

Causes of hospitalisation ........................................................................................................................................................... 11 

Selected health conditions .............................................................................................................................................................. 13 

Cardiovascular disease .............................................................................................................................................................. 13 

Cancer ........................................................................................................................................................................................ 13 

Diabetes ..................................................................................................................................................................................... 15 

Mental health.............................................................................................................................................................................. 16 

Renal disease ............................................................................................................................................................................ 18 

Injury .......................................................................................................................................................................................... 19 

Respiratory disease ................................................................................................................................................................... 21 

Communicable diseases ............................................................................................................................................................ 22 

Eye health .................................................................................................................................................................................. 28 

Ear health ................................................................................................................................................................................... 29 

Oral health.................................................................................................................................................................................. 30 

Disability ..................................................................................................................................................................................... 31 

Health risk factors ........................................................................................................................................................................... 32 

Nutrition ...................................................................................................................................................................................... 32 

Physical activity .......................................................................................................................................................................... 33 

Bodyweight................................................................................................................................................................................. 33 

Immunisation .............................................................................................................................................................................. 33 



Overview of Australian Indigenous health status, October 2008 

© Australian Indigenous HealthInfoNet    www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au iii  

Breastfeeding ............................................................................................................................................................................. 33 

Tobacco smoking ....................................................................................................................................................................... 34 

Alcohol use................................................................................................................................................................................. 34 

Concluding comments..................................................................................................................................................................... 34 

Glossary .......................................................................................................................................................................................... 37 

References ...................................................................................................................................................................................... 38 

Abbreviations .................................................................................................................................................................................. 45 

 



Overview of Australian Indigenous health status, October 2008 

© Australian Indigenous HealthInfoNet    www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au iv 

 

 

 

Preface 

This overview has been prepared by the Australian Indigenous HealthInfoNet as a part of our efforts to contribute to 

improvements in Australian Indigenous health by making relevant, high quality knowledge and information easily accessible to 

policy makers, health service providers, program managers, clinicians, researchers and the general community.1  

The main purpose of the overview is to provide a comprehensive summary of the most recent indicators of the health of 

Indigenous people. It is beyond the scope of the overview to analyse trends in the various indicators, so it tends to draw 

attention to the persisting poor health status of Australiaôs Indigenous peoples. It is important to acknowledge that some 

improvements have occurred in Indigenous health status ï a brief summary of improvements is provided in the section entitled 

óConcluding commentsô. 

Research for the overview involved the collection, collation, and analysis of a wide range of relevant information, including 

both published and unpublished material. Sources included government reports, articles in journals and other periodicals, books 

and book chapters, and reports from specific studies and projects. 

The overview draws on information from the main administrative data collections (such as the birth and death registration 

systems and the hospital inpatient collections) and national surveys. Information from these sources has been published mainly 

in government reports, particularly those produced by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) and the Australian Institute of 

Health and Welfare (AIHW). 

Importantly, the overview draws also on a wide variety of other information sources, including registers for specific diseases 

and other conditions, regional and local surveys, and numerous epidemiological and other studies examining particular diseases, 

conditions, and health determinants. Information from these sources is disseminated mainly through journals and similar 

periodicals, or in special reports (such as the annual reports of the Australia and New Zealand Dialysis and Transplant Registry 

(ANZDATA)).  

A number of sections include the results of our own analyses of data obtained from a variety of sources. For example, estimates 

of the age-adjusted incidence of end-stage renal disease were made using notification data published by ANZDATA. Similarly, 

information about a number of communicable diseases was derived from data published by the National Centre for HIV 

Epidemiology and Clinical Research. 

The initial sections provide information about the Indigenous population and various measures of population health status. Most 

sections about specific health conditions comprise an introduction about the condition and evidence of the current burden of the 

condition among Indigenous people.  

Further information about the aspects summarised in this overview are included in the corresponding sections of the 

HealthInfoNetôs website (www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au), on which updated versions of this overview will be made available. 

We welcome your comments and feedback about the overview. 

 

 

 

Neil Thomson, Director, on behalf of the HealthInfoNet team 

 

                                                      

1 The term óIndigenousô is used in this overview to refer generally to the two Indigenous populations of Australia ï Australian Aboriginal people and Torres 
Strait Islanders. 
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Introduction 

This overview of Australian Indigenous health draws largely on published information, some of which has been re-analysed to 

provide clearer comparisons between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people (for more details of statistics and methods, readers 

should refer to the original sources). Very little information is available separately for Australian Aboriginal people and Torres 

Strait Islanders, so no attempt has been made to provide separate summaries for these two sub-groups of the Indigenous 

population. 

Limitations of the sources of Indigenous health information 

The assessment of Indigenous health status of requires accurate information about the size of the population and the numbers of 

specific health conditions/occurrences. This information is required at national, regional, and local level (for more information 

about the assessment of population health status, see [1]. 

There have been some improvements in recent years ï both in estimates of the Indigenous population (the denominator for 

calculation of rates) and in the availability of data for a number of health conditions/occurrences (the numerators) ï but there is 

still some uncertainty in most areas. 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) and the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) have been working with 

State and Territory authorities in recent years to improve the accuracy of Indigenous status in a number of health-related 

collections, including birth and death registrations, hospital administrative data, and the maternal/perinatal collection. Attention 

has been directed also to the data collections related to communicable diseases, cancer and to a number of other disease-specific 

collections. Indigenous people are not accurately identified in many of these collections, however, because of differences in the 

definitions used for Indigenous identification, and the failure, in many cases, to record a clientôs Indigenous status. 

As a result, even for something as basic as mortality information, only 57% of projected Indigenous deaths were identified in 

2000-2004 [2]. The level of identification was so low for most jurisdictions that the ABSôs estimates of age-specific death rates 

in 2000-2004 were based only on the combined data from Qld (53% identification of projected deaths), WA (72%), SA (66%), 

and the NT (94%). 

At 94%, the implied identification of Indigenous births was much better in 2000-2004 [3], but the level of identification in 

hospital admissions is very variable, with the overall level unlikely to be better than for deaths [4]. 

With these uncertainties, there must be some doubt about the precision of the various estimates of Indigenous health status. The 

differences between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in the levels of most of these estimates are so great, however, that 

the slight imprecision in some estimates is of little importance. 

 

The context of Indigenous health 

Indigenous population 

Based on the numbers of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people counted in the 2006 Census of Housing and Population, 

the ABS has estimated there were 517,200 Indigenous people living in Australia at 30 June 2006 [5]. 2 New South Wales (NSW) 

had the largest Indigenous population with 148,200, followed by Queensland (146,400), WA (77,900), and the NT (66,600) 

(Table 1). The NT had the highest proportion of Indigenous people among its population (31.6%) and Victoria the lowest 

(0.6%). 

                                                      

2  These figures are preliminary estimates of the Indigenous estimated resident populations based on the 2006 census counts. 
It is anticipated that the final estimates will be available in mid 2008, along with projections for 2007 and later years. 
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Table 1 Estimated Indigenous population, Australia, by jurisdiction, 30 June 2006  

Jurisdiction Indigenous 
population 

Proportion of Australian 
Indigenous population 

(%) 

Proportion of 
jurisdiction 

population (%) 

New South Wales 148,200 28.7 2.2 

Victoria 30,800 6.0 0.6 

Queensland 146,400 28.3 3.6 

Western Australia 77,900 15.1 3.8 

South Australia 26,000 5.0 1.7 

Tasmania 16,900 3.3 3.4 

Australian Capital Territory 4,000 0.8 1.2 

Northern Territory 66,600 12.9 31.6 

Australia 517,200 100.0 2.5 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2007 [5] 

Notes: 1 The estimates of the resident Indigenous population, based on the 2006 Census counts make allowances for 
unknown Indigenous status and for net under-enumeration 

 2 Australian population includes Jervis Bay Territory, the Cocos (Keeling) Islands, and Christmas Island 

 

The estimated Indigenous population increased by around 58,700 (13) between 2001 and 2006, with the largest increases 

documented for WA (18%), the NT (17%) and Queensland (16%) [5].  

The majority of Indigenous people live in cities and towns, but the Indigenous population is much more widely dispersed across 

Australia than is the non-Indigenous population. Slightly more than one-half of the Indigenous population lives in areas 

classified as ómajor citiesô or óinner regionalô areas, compared with almost nine-tenths of the non-Indigenous population [5]. (As 

well as these two classifications of óremotenessô in terms of access to goods and services and opportunities for social interaction, 

the Australian Standard Geographical Classification (ASGC) has four other categories: óouter regionalô, óremoteô, óvery remoteô 

and ómigratoryô [6].) Almost one-quarter of Indigenous people live in areas classified as óremoteô or óvery remoteô in relation to 

having óvery little or very restricted access to goods and services and opportunities for social interactionô [6]. Only 2% of non-

Indigenous people live in remote or very remote areas. 

In terms of specific geographical areas, more than one-half of all Indigenous people live in nine of the 37 Indigenous Regions 

(based largely on the former Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC) regions): Sydney; Brisbane; Coffs 

Harbour; Perth; Townsville, Cairns; Adelaide; Tasmania; and Wagga Wagga [5]. 

Of the 517,200 Indigenous people living in Australia in 2006, around 463,900 were Aboriginal, 33,100 Torres Strait Islander, 

and 20,200 people of both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander descent [5]. Most Torres Strait Islander people live in 

Queensland, with NSW the only other state with a large number of Torres Strait Islanders. 

The Indigenous population is much younger overall than the non-Indigenous population [5]. According to the 2006 Australian 

census, about 37% Indigenous people were aged less than 15 years, compared with 19% of non-Indigenous people (see Figure). 

About 3% of Indigenous people were aged 65 years or over, compared with 13% of non-Indigenous people.  
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The socioeconomic context 

There is an irrefutable relationship between the social inequalities experienced by Indigenous people and their 

current health status [7]. This social disadvantage, directly related to dispossession and characterised by poverty 

and powerlessness, is reflected in measures of their education, employment, and income. Thus, prior to presenting 

the key indicators of Indigenous health status, it is important to provide a brief summary of the context within 

which these indicators should be considered.  

The key measures in these areas for Indigenous people nationally include:  

Education  

According to the 2006 Australian census: 

 88% of five year old Indigenous children and 95% of five year old non-Indigenous children were attending an 

educational institution; 

 2.5% of the Indigenous population had not attended school compared with 0.9% of the non-Indigenous 

population; 

 one-third (32%) of Indigenous people reported year 10 as their highest year of school completion and less than 

one-quarter (22%) completed year 12 compared with almost one-half (47%) of non-Indigenous people; 

 one-quarter (25%) of Indigenous people reported having a post school qualification, compared with almost one-

half (47%) of non-Indigenous people; and 

 4.1% of non-Indigenous people reported attending a university, compared with 1.7% of Indigenous people [8]. 

 The 2006 national report on schooling in Australia showed: 

 80% of Indigenous students in year three and 63% in year seven achieved the national reading benchmark, 

compared with 93% and 89% respectively of all Australian students; and 

 76% of Indigenous students in year three and 48% in year seven achieved the national numeracy benchmark, 

compared with 93% and 80% respectively of all Australian students [9]. 

Employment  

According to the 2006 Australian census: 


