
HUMAN GEOGRAPHIES – Journal of Studies and Research in Human Geography  

7.1 (2013) 33-42. ISSN-print: 1843-6587/$-see back cover; ISSN-online: 2067–2284-open access 

www.humangeographies.org.ro 

(c) Human Geographies – Journal of Studies and Research in Human Geography (c) The author  

 
 
 

EXPECTING A BOOMTOWN?  EXPLORING POTENTIAL HOUSING - RELATED 
IMPACTS OF LARGE SCALE RESOURCE DEVELOPMENTS IN DARWIN 

 
Gretchen Ennis,* Mary Finlayson, Glen Speering 

 
Research Centre for Health and Wellbeing, Charles Darwin University, Australia 

 
 

 
Abstract: Darwin is a city in the Northern Territory of Australia expecting a ‘boomtown’ scenario due to significant natural 
resource developments in the Greater Darwin area.  The experience of ‘booming’ has a range of impacts upon communities.  
Housing is a key area of impact, particularly for the most vulnerable members of a population, who may not reap the 
benefits of the ‘boom’.  In Darwin, new resource developments will begin in the context of record high house prices, high 
rents and high homelessness rates. This literature review explores what is known about the housing-related impacts of 
boomtowns and considers the likely housing-related impacts of a boomtown scenario in Darwin.    While the city’s diverse 
economy and population size may provide some insulation from severe boomtown impacts, housing availability and 
affordability is likely to be negatively impacted. The implications of this for the most vulnerable members of the greater 
Darwin population require careful consideration. 
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Introduction 
 

Darwin is a small city located in the Northern 
Territory of Australia (see figure 1) which is in the 
early stages of a population and economic ‘boom’ due 
in large part to new major resource developments in 
the Greater Darwin area. While the experience of 
rapid growth can have both positive and negative 
social impacts, the impacts upon housing 
affordability and availability are generally negative, 
particularly for the vulnerable members of a 
population. In Darwin, new resource developments 
begin in the context of record high house prices, high 
rents and high homelessness rates. The expected 
increases in worker population (fly-in, fly-out 
workers and more permanent workers who may move 
to Darwin with their families) will place additional 
strain upon the existing housing supply.   

The aim of this literature review is to determine 
what is known about housing-related impacts of 
boomtown scenarios, and to relate this literature to 
the current situation in Darwin.   In the first instance 

we outline the concept of ‘boomtowns’ and explore 
the housing-related impacts of booming in 
international and Australian contexts. Drawing from 
a range of material, the already stressed housing 
market in Darwin is discussed and the likely housing-
related impacts of new major resource developments 
are overviewed. The anticipated effects of these 
changes require careful consideration, particularly for 
the most vulnerable residents in Darwin.  
 
 

Conducting the literature review 
 
This literature review has two main aims.  The first 
aim is to gain an understanding of the housing-
related impacts of boomtowns, particularly in terms 
of the vulnerable members of boomtowns.  The 
second aim is to explore these impacts in relation to 
the Greater Darwin area as it enters the early stages 
of booming. 

To understand what is already known about 
housing-related impacts of booming, literature was 
located via a range of databases. Academic Search 
Premier, E-Journals, Humanities International 
Complete and SocINDEX data bases were used, with 
date limits 1970 to 2012.  The search term ‘boomtown’ 
returned 87 results. This was further reduced to 58 
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articles after scanning all returns and eliminating 
articles that did not concern resource development 
related booming, or were focused on environmental 
and conservation issues. The reference lists in these 
articles were consulted for further sources. 
 

Figure 1. Map of Australia with Darwin located in the far 
North 

 
To understanding the current housing context in 

Darwin, further literature was gathered Firstly, using 
the same data bases and time fames as noted above, 
the search terms ‘Darwin’ ‘Australia’ ‘Northern 
Territory’ yielded 345 results. A further search term 
‘social’ was added, reducing the results to 76. Only 
one paper concerning housing or social impacts of 
resource development was located, reflecting a lack of 
published material about housing in Darwin. 

The search for Darwin related material was 
widened to include a range of online sources and this 
resulted in a range of reports from government and 
non-government organisations, peak housing, 
community service and  real estate bodies, resource 
companies as well as news media reports. This 
information combined with population data from the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics has been used to 
describe and explore the Darwin context.  
 
 

Boomtowns  
 
A ‘boomtown’ is a place experiencing sudden and 
rapid growth in terms of population and economy.  
The cause of growth is generally related to the 
exploitation of natural resources in large scale 
corporate projects, typically involving the oil and gas 

industries. Rapid and large scale growth has major 
social and economic impacts on communities.   
Gilmore (1976) outlined four ‘phases’ of public 
attitudes towards the boomtown experience.  These 
are enthusiasm, uncertainty, near panic and 
adaptation (p. 536). This, and subsequent boomtown 
impact models have highlighted the tensions ‘old-
timers’ (existing residents) and ‘new-comers’ (new 
workers) experience. Populations swell with new 
workers seeking opportunities while at the same time 
there are increasing demands on local infrastructure - 
health, education, social services and housing.  This 
creates what is often referred to as a ‘boomtown 
syndrome’ (Gilmore, 1976). Research into boomtowns 
(most commonly small towns of a few thousand) has 
found that while there are both positive and negative 
economic impacts, the social impacts are 
predominately negative and a lack of housing can be 
a ‘critical problem’ (Jacquet, 2009, p. 17). In the 
following sections we consider international and 
Australian research about boomtowns and housing, 
before thinking through the implications for the city 
of Darwin. 

 
 
International research about boomtown 
housing-related impacts  
 
There is a growing body of literature concerning the 
social impacts of natural resource related booming 
(and ‘busting’) coming from a range of locations 
across the globe, (eg Reeves, 2011; Walsh, 2012; Zeller, 
2009; Zhang, 2009). However, we have limited our 
review to Western boomtowns because of similarities 
in governance and economic structures to Australia, 
where Darwin is located. The majority of social 
impacts boomtown research has been in the form of 
case studies about small sized towns (often less than 
15,000 people), and the most of the research 
(beginning in the early 1970’s) was undertaken in the 
United States and Canada. Most social impacts 
research considers a range of areas including crime, 
health, education, social connectedness and 
community cohesion.  Housing is often articulated as 
one area of social impact, but rarely is it the focus of a 
study about boomtown impacts.  

In early research the ‘social disruption’ theoretical 
frame was used to view the changes brought about by 
booming (England & Albrecht, 1984). From this 
perspective, the social impacts of booming were 
considered predominantly negative and included the 
breakdown of family and community life, increasing 
crime, depression and ill-health. The associated ‘bust’ 
or downturn after the boom sometimes resulted in 
rapid population decrease, abandoned towns and 
livelihoods. The social disruption concept was 
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perhaps most famously captured in   Kohrs’ (1974) 
study of Gillette, Wyoming.  In this study, a picture of 
family and social disintegration associated with life in 
sub-standard mobile homes is vividly painted, 
highlighting the negative consequences of rapid 
growth for both long term residents and new arrivals.     

Two years later, Gilmore’s (1976) portrait of the 
imaginary town of ‘Pistol Shot’ solidified the negative 
views of booming.   Gilmore (1976, p, 536) outlined 
the four phases involved in booming:   initial 
enthusiasm and excitement about an increasing 
population and a larger economy, followed by 
uncertainty about how to proceed as the size of the 
boom becomes clearer,   then ‘near panic’   sets in as 
the reality of overstretched local services, housing 
stock and other resources is felt, and finally a 
‘problem solving’ phase is reached where solutions to 
the multiple issues faced by the town are sought.   

The social disruption model was critiqued over 
the following decades by researchers   who argued 
that it was based on flawed methodologies and 
focused on negative outcomes (Krannich & Greider, 
1984; Wilkinson, Thompson, Renyolds Jr, & Ostresh, 
1982).   Smith, Krannich and Hunter (2001) argued 
that while disruptions do occur, they tend to 
‘dissipate in the years after the boom’ (p. 446).  Smith 
et al (2001, p. 432) provided the following summary of 
their views about social consequences in general:  

On balance, the literature addressing the social 
consequences of boom growth seems to suggest that 
disruptive consequences occur under some 
circumstances… in some places, during some periods 
of the growth process, and for some segments of the 
local population.  

Yet when ‘disruptions’ do occur they can include 
increases in crime (particularly violent crime) 
(Ruddell, 2011) and fear of crime (Hunter, Krannich & 
Smith, 2002); increases in numbers of ‘alienated’ 
youth (Freudenberg, 1984) and social isolation 
(Greider et al 1991); increases in substance abuse and 
social fragmentation (Parkins & Angell, 2011): and 
decreases in community satisfaction with local 
services and facilities (England & Albrecht, 1984).  

Despite different outcomes in different situations, 
Jacquet (2009, p. 17) points to the issue of housing as 
a ‘critical problem’ in boomtowns, as ‘existing 
housing fills up quickly and new housing takes years 
to materialize’.  He suggests that while ‘skyrocketing’ 
housing prices can be beneficial to existing house 
owners because of  the increased value of their asset, 
‘increased housing prices can provide a hardship for 
existing residents who are either not homeowners or 
plan to remain owner-occupiers of their property’.  
Extreme housing shortages push the price of housing 
out of the reach of most workers (even those who 
have moved for the resource industry jobs) as 

builders focus primarily on the more lucrative high 
end of the housing market (Jacquet, 2009, p. 17).  

Fort McMurray in Alberta, Canada is similar in 
size to Darwin, with approx. 85,000 residents 
(Sheilds, 2012) and is remote, being in northern 
Canada.   Fort McMurray has experienced rapid 
resource related growth in its economy and 
population over the past decades which has resulted 
in a severe housing shortage and extremely high 
housing costs.   Many residents ‘were unable to afford 
housing, even while working full-time’, homelessness 
and ‘near homelessness’ increased by 24% in a two 
year period between 2004 and 2006  (Echenberg & 
Jensen, 2009 p. 5). While there are housing 
developments planned for Fort McMurray, the ‘lag’ 
between population increase and suitable 
accommodation has led to the overcrowding 
(‘basement dwellers’), homelessness and relocation to 
other cities (Echenberg & Jensen, 2009 ; Sheilds, 
2012).  

Research findings show that long term, 
comprehensive planning and community 
involvement can prevent some of the more negative 
aspects of booming.  In a social impacts comparative 
case study involving Canadian Northwest Territories, 
and Alaskan (USA) sites,  Asselin and Parkins (2009) 
found that extensive consultation, planning and 
review processes meant that local communities could 
have input into the resource development processes.   
This was viewed as positive, and resulted in ‘major 
differences in socio-economic outcomes’ when 
compared to locations that developed rapidly with 
little planning or community input (Asselin & 
Parkins, 2009 p.494).   

Other international research points to the idea 
that locations which have diverse local economies 
and a relatively small non-resident workforce 
compared to the resident workforce, experience fewer 
negative impacts of booming (Jacquet, 2009; Smith et 
al., 2001).   This idea has also recently been 
articulated in Australian research about boomtowns 
(Carrington & Pereira, 2011; Haslam McKenzie, 
Phillips, Rowley, Brereton, & Birdsall-Jones, 2009b) 
and  is considered further in the following sections. 
 
 

Australian research about boomtown 
housing-related impacts 
 
As noted by Carrington and Pereira (2011, p. 2), the 
social impacts of major resource developments on 
Australian communities are only beginning to receive 
research attention.  Investigations into the impacts of 
booming upon housing have predominantly focused 
on small rural and regional towns in Queensland and 
Western Australia (Carrington & Pereira, 2011; 
Haslam McKenzie et al., 2009a, 2009b; Lawrie, Tonts, 
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& Plummer, 2011; Rolfe, Miles, Lockie, & Ivanova, 
2007). Research in these locations has found 
significant negative impacts on housing affordability 
and availability.  For example, Carrington & Pereira 
(2011) investigated the social impacts of resource 
development on rural towns in Queensland 
experiencing booms and found that the impact on 
housing affordability and availability was one of the 
most pressing issues for residents.  One participant’s 
comment summarised the general feeling:  
'Permanent residents cop all the negative effects of 
mining, such as dust and the associated medical 
issues, noise, increased prices, housing affordability 
and limited choices of housing options' (Carrington & 
Pereira, 2011, p.13).   

Other research has highlighted the relationship 
between housing, the labour market and the overall 
economy of boomtowns.  As Rolfe et, al. (2007, p.145) 
point out,  high housing costs make it ‘uneconomic’ 
for people in low paid employment (traditionally 
service industries and community services)  to 
remain in boomtowns.   

Where increased pressure on housing stock drives 
up housing and rental prices it may become more 
difficult for people on lower incomes to find 
affordable housing, reducing further the pool of 
affordable labour available to other industries.   The 
end result is that uneven growth patterns may 
generate net economic impacts that are lower than 
the initial stimulus provided by the key growth 
industry   (Rolfe et al., 2007, p.135). 

All the research shows that the most vulnerable 
members of the population experience the most 
negative impacts.  Haslam-McKenzie et. al. (2009b) 
undertook research involving four resource-town case 
study sites, Karratha and Kalgoorlie-Boulder (in 
Western Australia); and Emerald and Moranbah (in 
Queensland).  They found that the impact of low 
housing affordability and availability has been 
particularly hard on the local Indigenous populations, 
resulting in increased homelessness, overcrowding 
and relocation to other areas.   

In recent years Perth has received much attention 
as a resource industry fuelled boomtown.  While the 
city itself is not the source of the boom, as the 
resources are located in remote parts of Western 
Australia, it is the home of many workers and 
investors benefitting from the industries in these 
places.  As such, Perth has experienced many 
boomtown symptoms, with housing stress being one 
of the worst (Fogarty, 2012; Williams, 2012).  

In early 2012 there were media reports concerning 
the social impacts of the resources boom on Perth, 
the capital city of Western Australia (Fogarty, 2012; 
Williams, 2012).  Quoting an Anglicare WA report, it 
was suggested that the biggest impact was housing 
stress. Reports cited interviews with non-government 

housing service providers who noted increases in ‘the 
working poor’ and a greater demand on their services 
were all a result of rising house prices due to the 
resources boom in other parts of the state (Fogarty, 
2012; Williams, 2012).   Interestingly, Perth’s ‘boom’ is 
more an economic boom, rather than a population 
increase boom.  While it provides some warnings for 
Darwin in terms of vulnerable populations, the 
potential boomtown experience in Darwin is likely to 
impact in different ways because of the composition 
of the population as well as economic changes.   

Jacquet (2009, p. 52) argued that a community’s 
ability to ‘absorb a population influx relative to the 
community’s base population’, was a key 
consideration in understanding potential social 
impacts of booming.   Larger populations are better 
able to absorb large worker influxes, and impacts on 
communities and governments are therefore smaller.  
Because, as mentioned above, most research in 
Australia has been conducted in places with relatively 
small populations, it has not been possible to explore 
these different dependencies, and the extent to which 
they might mitigate negative impacts. Darwin 
provides an interesting case to explore, as it is larger 
than the typical remote Australian boomtown, but 
much smaller than the other capital cities whose 
economies (but not necessarily populations) have 
boomed.  
 
 

Darwin as a boomtown 
 
Darwin is the capital city of Australia’s Northern 
Territory located at the remote, tropical ‘top end’ of 
Australia (see figure 1). It is a ‘newer’ capital city, 
colonised by European settlers much later than the 
southern parts of the country. In 2011 Darwin had a 
population of   127,532 people (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2011).  With 20% of the population born 
overseas, and 11% of the people identifying as 
Indigenous, Darwin is an ethnically diverse city.    
Unemployment is low (less than 2%) for the general 
population; however it is high for Indigenous 
Australians (54%) (Department of Education and 
Workplace Relations, 2010; Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2011). 

The city is experiencing the early stages of 
booming due in large part to a major offshore gas 
project.   The Inpex Corporation has recently begun 
construction of a liquefied natural gas (LNG) 
processing plant near Darwin  with workers’ villages 
planned for nearby Howard Springs (see figure 2).      
The project is valued at approximately $34 billion 
(Australian) and will employ approximately 3,000 
people during the construction phase, expected to 
last from the present time until 2016 (Winter & 
Taylor, 2012, p. 3). 
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We emphasise the ‘approximate’ nature of these 
figures as the estimated numbers of workers 
requiring single person’s housing over the coming 
four years has ranged from 2,700 to 3,500 depending 
on the source (Icthys Project, 2013; Inpex, 2013; 
Northern Territory Government, 2011).   The 
approximate figure of 3,000 does not include the 
employees likely to be required by a range of smaller 
companies undertaking much of the sub-contracting 
work.   All of these people will require housing of 
some kind.  FIFO workers will need regular, 
intermittent, short-term accommodation during their 
‘fly in’ working time.  Other workers will choose to 
live in Darwin, some with their families.  These 
people are likely to rent or buy on the open market. 

While the ratio between new workers and the 
current population may end up being small, impacts 
upon real estate affordability are already being felt.   
Government and real estate industry fuelled media 
‘hype’ about expected economic prosperity associated 
with new resource developments is attracting 
property investors and pushing up prices (Adlam, 
2012b; Australian Property Investor, 2012; May, 2012; 
Rothwell, 2012).   
 

Figure 2. Greater Darwin area with LNG plant sites 
 
 

Housing is already a major issue for Darwin 
 
Locating affordable accommodation has long been a 
challenge in Darwin, but in recent years it has 
become extremely difficult.  While the cost of 
purchasing housing in Darwin  has historically been 
high compared to most other cities in Australia 

(attributed to local building costs, lack of labour, 
building pressures and land release issues), buying a 
house is now out of reach for an average income 
earner.  Figure 3 demonstrates the rising median 
costs of houses (3 bedroom) and units in Darwin.  
The final approval decision on the Inpex LNG project 
was announced in January 2012 and as figure 3 
demonstrates, house prices rose steeply from that 
point. At the end of 2012, median three bedroom 
house prices in the Darwin region were $660,000, 
making it the second most expensive capital city in 
Australia. The median house price for all capital cities 
in Australia is currently $533,000 (Australian Property 
Monitors, 2012).  
 

Figure 3.  Darwin Median House and Unit Prices 2007 to 
2012  (data sourced from NT Shelter, 2012) 
 

The median unit price in the Darwin region is 
slightly more accessible at $406,000 in line with the 
national median for unit prices at $406,000 
(Australian Property Monitors, 2012a).   

Darwin is currently the most expensive capital city 
to rent either houses or apartments.  The median rent 
in Darwin for a house is currently $700 per week. This 
is $180 per week more than the next most expensive 
capital city, Sydney, at $520 per week. The median 
asking rent for apartments in Darwin is currently 
$530 per week, $60 more expensive than the next 
most expensive capital city, Sydney, at $470 per week 
(Australian Property Monitors, 2012b).    

These year on year increases in rent are 
staggering.  Median rental prices for houses have 
increased 27.3% in 12 months, and median rents for 
units have increased 15.2% in 12 months (Australian 
Property Monitors, 2012b).   In September 2012 the 
rental vacancy rate in Darwin was 0.6%, the lowest of 
all capital cities in Australia (Department of 
Infrastructure and Transport, 2012). This sort of price 
increase and lack of availability is consistent with a 
boomtown scenario experienced in other, much 
smaller remote locations impacted by resource 
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developments (Haslam McKenzie, Phillips, Rowley, 
Brereton, & Birdsall-Jones, 2009a).  

It can be argued that in previous years, higher 
incomes of people in the Greater Darwin area have 
mitigated the high cost of housing to some extent. 
For example, in 2011, median weekly incomes were 
much higher in Darwin than in the rest of Australia, 
with the median household income being 32% higher 
than the rest of the country (see table 1). Median 
weekly rental payments and monthly mortgage 
repayments data collected in the same 2011 census 
demonstrate it was  21% more expensive to rent in 
Darwin that the rest of Australia, and  17% more was 
spent on mortgage repayments (as demonstrated in 
table 2).   

From the data in tables 1 and 2 it could be 
assumed that higher wages make the stress of higher 
housing costs less acute. However there are two 
important considerations. Darwin is the most 
expensive of all Australian capital cities for ‘food, 
alcohol, tobacco, communications and financial and 
insurance services’ (Department of Infrastructure and 
Transport, 2012, p. 2).  Secondly, the data in tables 1 
and 2 were collected prior to the rapid increase in 
housing prices and rents at the start of 2012 (see 
figure 3). Since then housing costs have increased 
rapidly but incomes have not. 
 
Table 1.  Median weekly incomes Darwin and Australia 

  Median weekly 

incomes 

Greater 

Darwin 

Australia % 

difference 

personal $897 $577 36% 

family $2040 $1481 27% 

household $1806 $1234 32% 

 
Table 2.  Median mortgage and rental payments Darwin 
and Australia   

Mortgage and 

rental  

payments 

Greater 

Darwin 

Australia % 

difference 

Median 

monthly 

mortgage 

repayments 

2167 1800 17% 

Median 

weekly rent 

360 285 21% 

 
 

Housing is a particular concern for 
vulnerable populations 
 
While the rise in rental prices is appreciated by 
investors it is a very different story for renters, 

particularly those on low incomes and/or in receipt of 
government welfare payments. In their ‘Rental 
Affordability Snapshot 2012’, Anglicare Australia 
found that of 497 rental properties advertised in 
Darwin, none were suitable (i.e., ‘affordable and 
appropriate’)  ‘for people on Youth and New Start 
Allowances, Parenting Payment and Disability 
Support Pensions , and only 20 were suitable for 
people on some benefits and minimum wages’  
(Anglicare Australia, 2012, p. 35). 

Housing stress is known to have negative impacts 
on health and wellbeing. As people are forced to pay 
more for rent and housing expenses, they are less 
likely to spend their limited dollars on healthcare 
treatment and health related expenses (Bramley, 2012; 
Pollack, Griffin, & Lynch, 2010). In addition as 
housing becomes more unaffordable, residents may 
be forced into substandard housing which can further 
put their health and welfare at risk. Substandard 
housing and associated health problems are 
especially a problem for Indigenous residents (Lea, 
2008; Lea & Pholeros, 2010).  

Public housing development in Darwin is not 
keeping up with the demand, nor is public housing 
being built at a rate quicker than it is being lost. 
Between 2000 and 2011, the Darwin area lost 27% of 
public housing stock (838 dwellings) through sales 
and a Northern Territory Government policy of non-
replacement (NT Shelter, 2012). Over the same 
period, the waiting list for public housing in Darwin 
grew by 151% to 1,319 people. Waiting list times 
average between five and six and a half years 
depending on the type of housing required (NT 
Shelter, 2012). 

Northern Territory media and government reports 
over recent years have highlighted some of the issues 
being faced by Darwin’s most vulnerable groups in 
relation to housing. Indigenous people, single parents 
(predominantly women), parents with disabled 
children, refugees, young people and people 
experiencing mental and physical illness, are at 
extreme risk of being pushed from the private rental 
market and becoming homeless (Hainke, 2009; 
Northern Territory Government, 2011; Santow, 2010).    
Australian literature tells us that homelessness, 
overcrowded housing, and forced re-location are the 
major housing-related impacts of boomtowns 
experienced by low and moderate income households 
in other resource-dominated locations (Haslam 
McKenzie et al., 2009a). In particular, it is Indigenous 
people, women and young adult children who are 
known to relocate during housing shortages and 
periods of high rents (Haslam McKenzie et al., 
2009a). 

In this housing stressed environment, land use 
issues can become highly charged.  In the Darwin 
region there are a number of Indigenous 
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communities (sometimes known as ‘town camps’) 
that operate under a range of different governance 
structures and have varying degrees of tenure over 
the land they are situated on.   Increasingly there are 
calls by Northern Territory politicians to review and 
dramatically change some of the Indigenous 
Communities by opening up the land and homes for 
sale on the open market (Bardon, 2012; Henderson & 
O'Brien, 2011). Currently these communities have 
different forms of tenure and ownership.   If such 
ideas were to be developed, the repercussion for the 
Indigenous people currently living in these 
communities, and those who use them as a base 
when they travel into town from remote areas, would 
be immense.  With private rentals so difficult to 
access, Indigenous people dependent upon housing 
in city-based Indigenous communities could 
effectively be pushed out of the Greater Darwin area.  

Currently the Greater Darwin area is not only 
experiencing housing stress, but also a shortage of 
support services for people experiencing the impact 
of this stress.   The number of homeless people in 
Darwin is estimated to be 2,478.  This equates to a 
rate of 234 homeless per 10,000 of the population 
whereas the national average homeless rate is 53 per 
10, 0000 (Northern Territory Government, 2011).  Of 
note 30% of the homeless in Darwin are Indigenous.    
In terms of support for this population in Greater 
Darwin, there are 1,545 beds available from 101 
government funded housing support services. These 
can be broken down into the following categories: 

 385 beds for the general population; 

 554 beds specifically for Indigenous people; 

 141 beds specifically for women; 

 82 beds specifically for men; 

 248 beds specifically for families; 

 135 beds specifically for young people.  
(Northern Territory Government, 2011, p. 11) 

It is clear there already exists a major issue with 
homelessness in Darwin as there are not enough 
housing or support service beds available to meet 
current housing needs.  
 
 

Relating the boomtown literature to the 
Darwin housing context 
 
Applying findings from the existing literature about 
housing-related impacts of boomtown to the Darwin 
context can be difficult.  One of the major differences 
between  Darwin and locations in the literature, is 
that Darwin existed as a (small) capital city prior to 
becoming a boomtown.    In this respect the city is 
not dependent upon resource development as the 
single economic driver.  Darwin has a large defence 
force population, large public sector, and tourism and 

service industries. According to the literature 
(Jacquet, 2009; Smith et al., 2001) this diversity of 
economy should prevent some of the negative 
extremes of boomtown scenarios, particularly the 
‘bust’ phases. 

A bust phase can occur when resource 
developments are concluded downsized, or 
commodity prices fall.  Boomtown populations often 
rapidly decrease, leaving a much smaller population 
than the town originally had.    Initial over-building 
of houses for an expected population growth can have 
detrimental effects once populations decrease after 
the initial booming phase.  This can leave people with 
de-valued property and an oversupply of rental 
housing (Forsyth, Luthra, & Bankston, 2007; Haslam 
McKenzie, Brereton, Birdsall-Jones, Phillips, & 
Rowley, 2008; Jacquet, 2009; Tonts, Plummer, & 
Lawrie, 2012).       

Because Darwin’s diverse economic base may 
protect it somewhat from this ‘bust’ scenario, it 
arguably serves to make the city a good choice for 
property investors. This investor appeal means 
housing rental and purchase prices are likely to 
continue to rise over the coming years.  As previously 
discussed, Darwin is already experiencing a housing 
crisis and currently needs more housing options for 
its relatively large population and diverse economic 
base.  Investors can take advantage of the boom and 
demand high rents, while knowing that when the 
spike in resource development subsides, they will 
experience a soft version of a ‘bust’. 

As clearly stated by Asselin and Parkins (2009, p. 
494), ‘negative impacts can be lessened by long term 
planning, preparation and community support’.  
While there has been an effort in terms of keeping 
the Darwin community informed about oil and gas 
developments, the NT Government and the 
companies involved have not entered into any long 
term planning for housing other than the 
establishment of a workers’ village to accommodate 
the extra short term workers needed for the new LNG 
plant.   Clear population forecasts for Darwin in 
relation to the expected boom have not been made 
publicly available.  This lack of forecast figures is 
problematic in terms of the Darwin community’s 
ability to  plan  for rapid expected changes. 

Rolfe et al (2007, p 145) found that workers’ 
villages and camps may well house people employed 
directly by the resource company (typically fly in, fly 
out workers on shifts), but a significant amount of 
the major development project work is typically sub-
contracted out to other companies.  Typically, 
resource companies do not provide accommodation 
for these sub-contractors and the sub-contractors’ 
employees and their families, and this results in 
demands on the local housing market.   Research 
from elsewhere has demonstrated a range of 
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problems associated with workers’ camps and other 
temporary housing for resource projects. Many have 
found that workers’ camps and similar large scale 
temporary accommodation tend to ‘degrade the 
quality of life for inhabitants and the community as a 
whole’ (Massey and Lewis 1979, in Jacquet 2009, p.17).  
Already there are protest placards and banners in the 
area directly adjoining the construction site for the 
workers’ village in Howard Springs.  

An important consideration for Darwin is the link 
between housing, the labour market and the 
‘liveability’ of the city.   As previously discussed, the 
most vulnerable members of the Darwin population 
have already been experiencing housing affordability 
and availability stress for some time.  However, this 
group is likely to grow in size to include middle 
income earners not traditionally impacted by housing 
stress in such a dramatic way.  This is likely to have a 
flow-on impact in terms of workforce shortages.  
While the oil and gas industry may be creating 
employment opportunities for some, workers in other 
lower paid sectors will find it increasingly difficult to 
remain living in Darwin.   

Carson et. al. (2010)  suggest that the housing 
needs of newcomers moving to Darwin for  short-
term work in construction and resource sectors differ 
from those of long-term residents.  Newcomers tend 
to have ‘low price and design sensitivity’ meaning 
they are able to afford higher rents than long-term 
residents employed in other industries, and prefer to 
live in the inner city (Carson et al., 2010, p. 296).   
Drawing on ideas from Vaughan (2007), Carson et. al 
explain that this situation  ‘displaces existing and 
long-term  residents (particularly those with high 
price-sensitivity) to outer suburbs which are less well 
serviced and become the sites of social dysfunction’ 
(Carson et al., 2010, p. 296) .  

Media reports highlight that expensive rents in 
Darwin have been impacting on businesses 
attempting to attract and retain staff for entry level 
positions for many years. In 2008 high rental costs 
were said to be affecting young workers in Darwin, 
who have been reported as leaving the area for this 
reason (Bevege, 2008). In 2012 the situation worsened 
to include shortages of qualified and experienced 
workers. This situation has been directly attributed to 
high housing costs (Rawlinson, 2012). 

When a city experiences workforce shortages in 
the service and hospitality, community, welfare and 
arts sectors (traditionally the lowest paid sectors) it 
becomes less attractive to permanent residents and 
those considering long-term relocation.   This can 
result in a post boom net population loss, as those 
who could not afford to stay have left, and those who 
came for the boom leave because the city is not 
attractive in terms of lack of services.  For a city 
which has long sought population growth, an 

inadequate supply of affordable housing during a 
boom period means an opportunity lost. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
The current major resource developments in Darwin 
are being introduced at a time of high house prices, 
high rents and high rates of homelessness.   Existing 
literature related to housing-related impacts of 
boomtowns shows increasing homelessness, 
overcrowding, and relocation are the most likely 
negative impacts for Darwin.  These impacts will 
more likely be experienced by the most vulnerable 
members of the population.   Traditionally the most 
vulnerable are those experiencing unemployment or 
living on low incomes.   Arguably this group will grow 
to include people on middle incomes, who are simply 
unable to afford to rent as housing costs escalate in 
Darwin.     

The literature indicates that Darwin’s diverse 
economy and relatively large population may insulate 
the community from some of the typical impacts 
described in the bust scenarios, for example plunging 
house prices, high property vacancy rates and high 
unemployment.  However poor planning, and a lack 
of clarity about the expected population increases, 
has resulted in insufficient housing to meet the 
current housing needs, and no planning to meet the 
increasing needs due to the resource booming and 
other proposed developments.     Conversely this 
current and projected shortage of housing has made 
the Greater Darwin area highly appealing to property 
investors, and this has resulted in rapid price 
increases since the announcement of the Inpex 
project.   

 
Decreasing public housing stock and extremely 

low rental vacancy rates mean an increasing number 
of people in Darwin will be at risk of overcrowding 
and homelessness, and this will inevitably impact not 
only the community as a whole but also on these 
individuals’  health and wellbeing.  It is likely that 
many on low and middle incomes will leave Darwin 
in favour of locations with a cheaper cost of living.  
This will have labour market repercussions as 
traditionally lower paying sectors, such as the 
community, human services and hospitality 
industries (all needed to make a city ‘liveable’) 
struggle to find employees.   

This review of boomtown literature in a Western 
context has shown that understandings about 
housing impacts in boomtowns the size of Darwin are 
limited.  The majority of studies have focussed on 
small, single industry, resource-dependent remote 
towns.  Darwin is a capital city, with a range of 
industries and a current population large enough to 
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ensure that it will still exist as a city long after the 
current resource related boom.   However with 
thousands of new workers, and in some cases their 
families, arriving to take advantage of the new 
employment opportunities, there will inevitably be an 
impact on housing.  This impact is likely to be 
negative for many, including the most vulnerable, 
and it will require on-going research to determine the 
outcomes and to provide an evidence base for future 
policy making. 

Planners and developers need to urgently address 
the housing crisis in Darwin if after the boom period 
they want Darwin to return to a stable and varied 
population with an adequate workforce to service the 
city.  
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