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MAIN FEATURES

The 1986 Census of Population and Housing counted
227,645 persons who were of Aboriginal or Torres Strait
Islander origin. This represents a 42.4 per cent increase
over the count recorded at the 1981 Census (159,897).
Improved census procedures and greater inclination by
people of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander origin to
identify themselves as such are thought to have contributed
to this result.

The age distribution of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander population is heavily weighted towards the
younger age ranges with 52.5 per cent aged under 20
years, and only 4.2 per cent aged over 59 years.

Approximately 66 per cent of the Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander population was counted in urban areas
with the remaining 34 per cent being counted in rural
areas. This pattern was generally reflected in all States
except the Northern Territory, where approximately 69
per cent of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
population was counted in rural areas.

EXPLANATORY NOTES

1. Introduction
This publication contains counts of Aboriginals and

Torres Strait Islanders from the 1986 Census of Population
and Housing conducted on 30 June 1986. Table Cl
presents these counts by age and sex for each State and
Territory. Table C2 shows the distribution of Aboriginals
and Torres Strait Islanders by section of State for each
State and Territory.

The census counts are based on place of enumeration,
i.e. the counts for each area are of persons enumerated in
the area on census night, 30 June 1986. Census counts on
a place of enumeration basis (C) are different from census
counts on a place of usual residence basis (U). Usual
residence was defined as ". . . that address at which a
person has lived or intends to live for a total of 6 months
or more in 1986". Census counts on either basis are not
adjusted for underenumeration. More details can be
found in The 1986 Census Dictionary (2174.0). All census
table numbers are prefixed as appropriate with the letter
"C" or "U". However, this publication contains only
tables in the "C" category.

2. Background
The Commonwealth Government in October 1978

adopted a 'working definition' of Aboriginality in the
administration of its programs. This is: 'An Aboriginal or
Torres Strait Islander is a person of Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander descent who identifies as an Aboriginal or
Torres Strait Islander and is accepted as such by the
community with which he/she is associated'. The working
definition therefore contains an element of self perception.

In the 1986 Census of Population and Housing each
person was asked if he/ she was of Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander origin. The question on the 1986 Census
form was:

9. Is the person of Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander origin?

• For persons of mixed origin, indicate
the one to which they consider
themselves to belong.

4D No

5 D Yes,
Aboriginal

6 D Yes, Torres
Strait
Islander

In the context of the census being a self enumeration
exercise, the census question on Aboriginality used in
1986 (and in 1981) was consistent with the sslf perception
element of the government's definition.

3. Data quality
The use of a self perception concept for identifying

Aboriginality introduces a degree of subjectivity in the
responses whereby changes in self perception by res-
pondents directly affect the number of persons identifying
as Aboriginal. This factor will affect the comparability of
census data over time to an unknown extent.

In addition, a number of procedural and processing
changes were implemented for the 1986 Census which,
while designed to improve the count of Aboriginals and
Torres Strait Islanders, will have affected comparability
with counts from earlier censuses.

For these reasons the apparent increases in the 1986
Census counts of Aboriginals and Torres Strait Islanders,
(as illustrated in the following table), cannot be explained
solely by demographic factors:

ABORIGINALS AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDERS

N.S.W.
Vic.
Qld
S.A.
W.A.
Tas.
N.T.
A.C.T.
Australia

Census
1981

(persons)

35,367
6,057

44,698
9,825

31,351
2,688

29,088
823

159,897

Census
1986

(persons)

59,01 1
12,611
61,268
14,291
37,789
6,716

34,739
1,220

227,645

Intercensal
variation

(%)

+66.9
+ 108.2

+37.1
+45.5
+20.5

+ 149.9
+ 19.4
+48.2
+42.4

Preliminary analyses of the data suggest that the
higher 1986 counts result from a combination of factors
of varying influence, including:

• people of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
origin may have been more inclined to identify
themselves as such;

• the 1986 Census awareness campaign, which included
additional measures to inform Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people of the importance of
the census;



• the implementation of special field enumeration
procedures in Aboriginal communities;

• improvements made to the 1986 Census processing
system to ensure that Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander responses were correctly coded; and

• natural increase (births less deaths).

A detailed discussion on the aforementioned census
changes and their likely effects will be presented in the
1986 Census evaluation paper: Census 86 — Data Quality
— Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Counts, (2602.0).
For a comprehensive treatment of procedural changes
relating to Aboriginal enumeration from 1971 to 1981
refer to An Evaluation of Census Counts of the Aboriginal
Population, 1971, 1976 and 1981 Censuses, (ABS
Occasional Paper No. 1985/2).

It should also be noted that statistical collections such
as the census are subject to a number of sources of error.
While some errors (such as deliberate misreporting) defy
detection and correction procedures, the number of
errors in overall census results is expected to be generally
insignificant. Information on data quality will be released
from late 1987.

Main sources of error in the census are:

(a) Underenumeration. Despite efforts to obtain full
coverage of persons and dwellings (other than
those associated with overseas diplomatic
missions), some undercounting still occurs. A
measure of the extent of underenumeration is
obtained from a small survey of households
undertaken very shortly after the census. While
results from this source for the 1986 Census are
not yet available, undercounting of persons in
the 1981 Census was estimated to be 1.9 per cent
for Australia as a whole.

(b) Partial response. In those instances where the
householder omitted to provide a response to a
question, a 'not stated' code was allocated; with
the exception of non-response to age, sex and
marital status, and SLA of usual residence.
These variables were imputed using other infor-
mation on the census form, and specially con-
structed random tables. The non-response rate
for the Aboriginal origin question in 1986 was
only 1.7 per cent for Australia compared to 3.8
per cent in 1981 and 8.4 per cent in 1976.

(c) Respondent error. Computer editing procedures
are used to detect obvious errors made by
individuals in completing the form (for example,
a six year old male who was married). Such
procedures cannot detect all respondent errors
and some remain in final output.

(d) Processing error. Errors created during the pro-
cessing of the census are kept at an acceptable
level by means of a quality control system, which
involves sample checking at different stages of
the coding and keying operations, and taking
corrective action where necessary.

(e) Introduced random adjustments. Adjustments
are made to table cells to allow the maximum of
detailed census data to be released, while pro-
tecting the confidentiality of information about
individual persons. For this reason, and since
possible respondent and processing errors have
greatest relative impact on small cells, no reliance
should be placed on cells of three or less. For
further information on sources of error, refer to
the appropriate entries in The 1986 Census
Dictionary (2174.0).

4. Geographic areas

The two geographic spatial units used in this publica-
tion are States and Territories, and section of State.

Section of State, within a State or Territory, represents
an aggregation of non-contiguous geographic areas with
particular urban or rural characteristics. The sections of
State within each State and Territory are the following:

Major Urban — all urban centres with a population
of 100,000 and over;

Other Urban — all urban centres with a population
of 1,000 to 99,999 and known holiday resorts of less
population if they contain 250 or more dwellings of
which at least 100 are occupied on census night;

Locality — all population clusters of 200 to 999
persons; and

Rural Balance — the remainder of the State/
Territory.

For definitions of other census geographic areas see
Appendix A.

5. Further information

The ABS plans to release a number of standard output
products containing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
information from the 1986 Census. These include:

Census 86 — Data Quality — Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Counts (2602.0)

Census 86 — The Australian Aboriginal Population
(monograph) (2502.0)

Census 86 — Selected national cross-classified tables
(available on microfiche)

Census 86 — Statistical Local Areas with 100 or more
Aboriginals and Torres Strait Islanders — selected cross-
classified tables (available on microfiche)

Details of these Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
tabulations are contained in the Catalogue of 1986
Census Tables (2175.0). Users may also request non-
standard census outputs from the ABS. For more details
see Census 86 — Special Data Services (2181.0) and
Census 86 — Census Products Price List: Edition 3
(2177.0).

The 1986 Census Dictionary (2174.0) contains defini-
tions of terms and explains concepts used in the collection,
processing and output phases of the census.



Further information about 1986 Census statistics is
available from the nearest ABS office (see appendix B for
addresses and telephone numbers).

6. Related ABS publications

Current publications produced by the ABS are listed
in the Catalogue of Publications, Australia (1101.0) The
ABS also issues, on Tuesdays and Fridays, a Publications
Advice (1105.0) which lists publications to be released in
the immediate few days. The Catalogue and Publications
Advice are available from any ABS office.

7. Electronic services
VIATEL. Key *656# for selected current economic,

social and demographic statistics.
AUSSTATS. Thousands of up-to-date time series are

available on this ABS on-line service
through CSIRONET.

For further information phone the
AUSSTATS Help Desk on (062)
52 6017.

TELESTATS. This service provides foreign trade stat-
istics tailored to users' requirements.

Further information is available on
(062) 52 5404.
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APPENDIX A

CENSUS GEOGRAPHIC AREAS - DEFINITIONS

A. AUSTRALIAN STANDARD GEOGRAPHICAL CLASSIFICATION (ASGC)

The Australian Standard Geographical Classification (1216.0) is a new geographic classification used for the
dissemination of 1986 Census data. It incorporates a number of hierarchic structures of geographic areas (also referred to
as 'spatial units') and defines the individual structures and the area types of which each structure is composed. Each
geographic area in the classification is identified by a unique numeric code.

The ASGC has been adopted as the standard geographic classification for ABS output. This will ensure greater
comparability of statistics within the ABS and a standardisation of terminology.

Abbreviated definitions of the ASGC geographic areas which are used in 1986 Census output follow below. More
detailed definitions can be found in The 1986 Census Dictionary (2174.0) or Census 86 - Australian Standard
Geographical Classification: Geographic Code List (2188.0).

Collection districts (CDs)

These are the smallest type of geographic area in the ASGC and are the building blocks of which all other ASGC
geographic areas are composed. They have been designed for use in population censuses and, in aggregate, cover the
whole of Australia without gaps or overlaps.

Statistical local areas (SLAs)

SLAs are a new spatial unit for the 1986 Census. The 1981 Census equivalent was the census local government
area. SLAs are for the most part legal local government area (LGA) based. In special cases, where a legal LGA is much
larger and more populous than the general run of legal LGAs (as is the City of Brisbane), or where there are no legal local
government authorities (as in the Australian Capital Territory), the SLAs are officially defined suburbs or localities.
SLAs cover, in aggregate, the whole of Australia without gaps or overlaps.

Statistical subdivisions

These consist of one or more SLAs and cover, in aggregate, the whole of Australia without gaps or overlaps. They
are used as an intermediate level, general purpose regional type geographic area.

Statistical divisions

Statistical divisions consist of one or more statistical subdivisions which, in turn, consist of one or more SLAs and
cover, in aggregate, the whole of Australia without gaps or overlaps. They are used as a large, general purpose regional
type geographic area. Statistical divisions are designed to be relatively homogeneous regions, characterised by
identifiable social and economic links between the inhabitants and the economic units within the region, under the
unifying influence of one or more major towns or cities.

States and Territories
These consist of two or more statistical divisions and cover the whole of Australia (as defined for statistical

purposes) without gaps or overlaps. They encompass the geographic areas of the six Australian States and two mainland
Territories.

Statistical districts

These consist of one or more statistical subdivisions and represent large urban areas of Australia outside State
capital city statistical divisions. Because of their nature they can and , in some cases, do straddle statistical division and
State/Territory boundaries. An example is the 'Gold Coast-Tweed' Statistical District which encompasses an urban area
which lies partly in the State of Queensland and partly in the State of New South Wales.

Legal local government areas (LGAs)
These are the geographical areas of incorporated local government councils, such as towns and shires, and consist

of one or more SLAs. In aggregate, these cover only part of Australia. (The major areas of Australia not governed by
incorporated local government councils include the northern parts of South Australia, most of the Northern Territory
and all of the Australian Capital Territory.) Legal LGAs can and, sometimes, do straddle statistical subdivision,
statistical district and statistical division boundaries. An example is Tweed Shire' in New South Wales, the
predominantly urban part of this shire is treated as an SLA as well as a statistical subdivision in its own right and
constitutes the New South Wales part of the 'Gold Coast-Tweed' Statistical District. The predominantly rural remainder
of this shire constitutes a separate SLA outside the 'Gold Coast-Tweed' Statistical District, and lies within a different
statistical sudivision.
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Statistical regions
These consist of one or more SL As and cover, in aggregate, the whole of Australia without gaps or overlaps. They

were designed primarily as geographic areas containing sufficient population to be suitable for the presentation of both
population census and labour force statistics, within the frameworks for standard statistical outputs from these
collections. The smallest region in terms of population is the Northern Territory, which was expected to have a
population of around 148,000 at the time of the 1986 Census.

Major statistical regions
These consist of one or more statistical regions and cover, in aggregate, the whole of Australia without gaps or

overlaps. They do not cross State or Territory boundaries and serve the same purpose as statistical regions, though at a
broader geographic (i.e. Capital City statistical division versus Balance of State) level. (However, even this dissection
could not, due to population size limitations, be implemented in the case of Tasmania, the Northern Territory and the
Australian Capital Territory, each of which equates with a major statistical region.)

Urban centres and (rural) localities
These consist of one or more adjoining whole CDs with urban characteristics and represent, in the case of rural

localities, population clusters of between 200 and 999 people and, in the case of urban centres, population clusters of 1,000
or more people (including known holiday resorts of smaller size). Because of their nature they can and, sometimes, do
straddle SLA, legal LGA, statistical subdivision and other ASGC geographic area boundaries.

Sections of State
Within a State or Territory, each section of State represents an aggregation of non-contiguous geographic areas

with particular urban or rural characteristics. The sections of State within each State and Territory are the following:

Major Urban — all urban centres with a population of 100,000 and over;

Other Urban — all urban centres with a population of 1,000 to 99,999, and known holiday resorts of less
population if they contain 250 or more dwellings, of which at least 100 are occupied on census night;

Locality — all population clusters of 200 to 999 persons; and

Rural Balance — the remainder of the State/Territory.

The above section of State categories can be used in conjunction with other CD-based ASGC geographic areas to
show section of State components within, say, statistical subdivisions or statistical divisions.

In addition to the above section of State categories, persons who were enumerated on off-shore oil rigs, drilling
platforms and the like, aboard ship in Australian waters, or on an overnight journey by train or bus were included in an
additional category, Off-shore Areas and Migratory. There is one such category for each State and the Northern
Territory.

B. NON-ASGC AREAS
Census data are also available for Commonwealth and State electoral divisions and postcode areas.



11

NEW SOUTH WALES

Information Services
St Andrew's House
Sydney, N.S.W. 2000
(Box 796, G.P.O. Sydney 2001)
Phone(02) 268 4611
Telex AA20819
Minerva Box ABS187

VICTORIA
Information Services
Rialto North Tower
522 Collins Street
Melbourne, VIC. 3000
(Box 2796Y, G.P.O. Melbourne 3001)
Phone (03) 615 7840
Telex AA30086
Minerva Box ABS257

QUEENSLAND
Information Services
313 Adelaide Street
Brisbane, QLD 4000
(Box 1160, G.P.O. Brisbane 4001)
Phone (07) 222 6351
Telex AA40271
Minerva Box ABS359

WESTERN AUSTRALIA
Information Services
Merlin Centre
30 Terrace Road
Perth, W.A. 6000
(Box K881, G.P.O. Perth 6001)
Phone (09) 323 5140
Telex AA92041
Minerva Box ABS588

APPENDIX B

INQUIRIES

SOUTH AUSTRALIA

Information Services
Capita Centre
10-20 Pulteney Street
Adelaide, S.A. 5000
(Box 2272, G.P.O. Adelaide 5001)
Phone (08) 228 9439
Telex AA82106
Minerva Box ABS454

TASMANIA
Information Services
Australian Government Centre
175 Collins Street
Hobart, TAS. 7000
(Box 66A, G.P.O. Hobart 7001)
Phone (002) 20 9409
Telex AA58098
Minerva Box ABS657

NORTHERN TERRITORY
The Statistician-Northern Territory
6th Floor, MLC Building
81 Smith Street
Darwin, NT. 5790
(Box 3796, P.O. Darwin 5794)
Phone (089) 815222
Telex AA85075
Minerva Box ABS708

AUSTRALIAN CAPITAL TERRITORY
Information Services
Australian Bureau of Statistics
Belconnen, A.C.T. 2617
Unit 5, Cameron Offices
(Box 10, P.O.
Belconnen, A.C.T. 2616)
Phone (062) 52 6627
Telex AA62020
Minerva Box ABS875




