
Population 
 

Why is understanding our population forecasts important? 
Understanding the ACT’s population growth and its demographic trends, is fundamental to long-
term strategic planning, quality policy development and informed decision making. The size and 
composition of our population drives demand for services, jobs, housing and infrastructure. 

Key issues facing the Territory over the next 20 years include: 

 over 80,000 more people living in the ACT; 

 an ageing ACT population; and 

 a growing population in the NSW areas immediately around Canberra. 

What are current trends? 

Historical 

Although the current ACT population profile is somewhat younger than the national average, the 
ACT population growth in recent times has been slower than national levels, while the rate of ageing 
has been faster. 

Over the last ten years, the ACT population has grown at an average annual rate of 1.2%, just below 
the national growth rate of 1.5%. During this period, growth from natural increase has been the 
major driver of population growth in the ACT with over 85% of growth attributed to it. Net interstate 
migration has varied widely over the last decade, but has generally been negative.   

Figure 1: Historical Population Growth 

 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Australian Demographic Statistics, December 2009, Cat. No. 3101.0, 24 June 2010 
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As the graph below shows, overseas migration appears to have made an increasing impact on the 
rate of change in the ACT population. 

Since 2006, net overseas migration into the ACT has exceeded long-run historical migration levels (of 
approximately 1,000 persons per annum) with approximately 3,800 persons migrating to the ACT in 
2009.1 This increased level of net overseas migration, experienced both in the ACT and 
Australia-wide, may be associated with changes to the method employed to estimate migration 
levels2, as well as with increasing intakes of international students. 

Figure 2: Components of Historical ACT Population Growth 

 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Australian Demographic Statistics, December 2009, Cat. No. 3101.0, 24 June 2010 

 
In average annual terms, all of the growth in the ACT over the last ten years has occurred in the 
15-64 and 65+ age groups, which grew by 1.2% and 3.7% respectively. The 0-14 age group 
experienced a decline in average annual growth of -0.1%. Over the same period, the number of 
individuals in the population aged 85+ more than doubled, growing by an average of 7.9% per year. 

                                                           
1
 As per Figure 5: Components of Projected ACT Population Growth, (see page 4) projections of future ACT population 

growth assume a continuation of long-run historical migration trends for net overseas migration (approximately 
1,000 persons per annum). 
 
ACT population projection assumptions have been formulated on the basis of demographic trends over the past decade 
and longer, both in the ACT, Australia and overseas, in conjunction with consultation with various individuals and 
government departments at the national and state/territory level. They do not attempt to allow for non-demographic 
factors (such as major government policy decisions, economic factors, catastrophes, wars) which may affect future 
demographic behaviour. 
 
2
 The level of net migration is now based on a traveller's duration of stay being in or out of the ACT for 12 months or more 

over any given 16 month period. Prior to September 2006, the duration of a traveller’s stay was required to be for a 
continuous 12 month period or more. The changes to population in the ACT consider all people, regardless of nationality or 
citizenship, with the exception of foreign diplomatic personnel and their families. 
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The current population profile in the ACT, measured as the median age, is significantly younger than 
the national average. However, the median age of the ACT population has been steadily growing, 
and at a faster rate than the national population. At 30 June 2000, the median age in the ACT was 
33.7 years versus a national median age of 35.7 years. By 30 June 2009, the ACT median age had 
grown to 35.5 years while the national median age reached 37.1 years. 

Figure 3: Historical Family Composition 

 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Census of Population and Housing, Australian Capital Territory (State), Family 
Composition, Count of families in family households, Cat. no. 2068.0 

Figure 4: Historical Labourforce Participation Rate 

 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Labour Force, Australia, May 2010, Cat. no. 6202.0 10 June 2010 
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Current 

The estimated resident population of the ACT at 30 September 2009 was 353,626 persons, a 
quarterly increase of 1,437 persons (0.4%). The Australian population also rose 0.4%. For the year 
ending 30 June 2009 the ACT population rose 1.9%, below the Australian population growth rate of 
2.1%.  

The ACT has one of the lowest unemployment rates in Australia (currently 3.3%) with very high 
participation rates for men and women.3 

Projected4 

The ACT's population is projected to reach 400,000 persons by 2022; 434,300 persons by 2030 and 

500,000 persons by 2050. The ACT is expected to experience significant population ageing5; with the 

population aged 85+ years to increase by 509%, reaching 22,500 persons in 2056. 

It is noted that the ACT’s population projects are an extension of current trends in fertility, mortality 
and migration. They do not represent a “population target” for the ACT. 

Figure 5: Components of Projected ACT Population Growth 

 

Source: ACT Government, ACT Population Projections 2007 to 2056, May 2009 

                                                           
3
 http://www.treasury.act.gov.au/snapshot/LABOUR.pdf 

4
ACT Government population projections can be found at 

http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/119719/act-population-projections-2007-2056.pdf and 
http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/119734/suburb-population-projection.pdf These will be updated 
biennially. 
5
 ACT Chief Minister’s Department, Population Ageing in the ACT: Issues and Analysis, 2010 
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Figure 6: ACT Population Projections by Key Age Groups 

 

Source: ACT Government, ACT Population Projections 2007 to 2056, May 2009 

Over the projection period, natural increase (births minus deaths) is anticipated to contribute to 
approximately 73% of the ACT’s population growth, with net migration (overseas and interstate 
migration) to contribute the remaining 27%. 

Between 2007 and 2056, the number of ACT children, being persons aged 14 years of age and under, 
is projected to increase by approximately 42%. The younger working age population of persons aged 
18-34 years is projected to increase by approximately 33%, while the older working age population, 
being persons aged 35-64 years, is projected to increase by approximately 43%. 

The population of persons aged 65-84 years is projected to increase by 170% while 85 years and 
over is projected to increase by 509%. As such, the percentage of the ACT population aged 65 years 
and over is expected to rise from approximately 10% in 2007 to 20% in 2056. This “population 
ageing” is typical of expectations in other jurisdictions in Australia, as well as throughout the 
western world. 

This population ageing will have an impact on the ACT’s labour force participation rate. 

It also has profound implications for the future planning and design of our city (refer to Canberra’s 
City Form, Getting Around and City Design for Liveability and Well-being). People prefer to age in 
place and certainly in their local neighbourhood. Canberra’s current low-density suburban form (like 
most middle to outer ring suburbs in other Australian cities) does not really provide a lot of choice in 
housing or convenient access to services for an elderly population.   
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Figure 7: Projected ACT Labourforce Participation Rate 

 

Source: ACT Chief Minister’s Department, Population Ageing in the ACT: Issues and Analysis, 2010 

The composition of ACT families is also projected to change with couples without children 
representing a growing proportion of ACT families. 

Figure 8: Projected Family Composition 

 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Household and Family Projections, Australia, 2006 to 2031, Table 1.23 Projected 
number of families, Family type – 2006 to 2031, ACT, (Series III) Cat. no. 3236.0, 8 June 2010
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6
 A family is defined by the Australian Bureau of Statistics as: two or more persons, one of whom is at least 15 years of age, 

who are related by blood, marriage (registered or de facto), adoption, step or fostering, and who are usually resident in the 
same household. 
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The proportion of single person households is also projected to increase in the ACT. 

With smaller household sizes in the future we need to consider what housing choices will be 
appropriate in the future. Currently our average house size is increasing and most of our greenhouse 
gas emissions come from heating and running our homes. If we place a high value on environmental 
sustainability we do need to consider this issue.  

What are the drivers or factors that will impact on these trends? 
The assumptions underpinning the ACT Government’s demographic projections have been 
determined through consultation and discussion with ACT Government officers and the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (ABS), and include: 

 annual average net migration of 1,000 persons per year; 

 total fertility rate of 1.75 births per woman reached in 2021 from a base rate of 1.63; and 

 ongoing improvement in mortality rates. 

Future trends in fertility, mortality, and migration are influenced by a variety of social, economic and 
political factors. Some key factors in this area are likely to include: 

 the success of ACT-level initiatives such as building education as an industry sector, which 
would see increased numbers of students in the ACT; 

 targeted interstate and international migration to meet skill needs; 

 the nature of regional growth and cross-border land releases; 

 Commonwealth policies and spending within the ACT; and 

 the relative attractiveness of Canberra as a place to live. 

What are the issues and implications for Canberra? 
An ageing population is an indicator of an already prosperous society; one with the wealth and 
technology to ensure we live healthier and longer lives. An ageing population is not expected to 
diminish our material prosperity. In fact, it will continue to improve. 

However, ageing is anticipated to slow the rate of growth due to lower participation in the labour 
force. In the ACT, the dependency that the aged population will put on the working aged population 
will increase, while the child dependency will fall. However, the ACT is still expected to have a 
relatively low dependency rate when compared with developed or Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) nations. 

Demography – the size, structure and distribution of a population - is the most basic driver of 
government expenditure and revenue. Older age groups demand a much higher level of public 
health services. The Australian Government estimates that that per person spending on hospitals 
increases from more than twice the population average for the 65-74 age group to almost five and a 
half times the population average for the 85+ age group. 

A growing population with smaller households will require new and different accommodation. This 
will need to be accounted for in future land releases as well as policies relating to urban form and 
aged accommodation. The ACT’s population growth alone will require approximately 40,900 new 
dwellings between 2006 and 2031 (at 2.54 persons per household).   



However, there is a noticeable trend to smaller households in the existing population. Declining 
household sizes can result in higher rates of household formation than population growth alone 
would indicate. It is predicted that over the coming decades the average household size will 
decrease substantially from the 2.54 persons per ACT household in 2006. This will impact on the 
housing needs and preferences of the population, as will the predicted shift to an ageing population 
over the same time frame.   

Assuming a declining household size, and an underlying household formation demand influenced by 
interest rates and other factors, we will need to plan for an estimated 51,900 new dwellings in the 
ACT over the period 2006 to 20317. 

Increased regional growth will reduce some pressure on housing in the ACT. It will also provide 
economic benefits as well as a wider workforce pool. However, this growing population brings with 
it ongoing service and infrastructure costs to the ACT, without associated revenue growth through 
GST funding. This is because GST is funded on a per capita basis and while some funding for cross 
border impacts is recovered through Commonwealth Grants Commission reviews, this does not fully 
fund those services. 

What is being done currently? 
Current work across Government includes: 

 longer-term strategic planning, including service and infrastructure planning supported by 
advice from the Chief Executives’ Strategic Planning Committee; 

 ongoing demographic work in Chief Minister’s Department to support advice and policy 
development – over the next 12 months this will include development of an enhanced 
regional demography and an update to existing age-by-sex and suburb-level demographic 
projections; 

 establishing an ACT Skills Network to identify skills shortages and coordinate the actions 
required to address them. This is a new initiative works to support a greater whole of 
government approach to skills and future workforce development and will be implemented 
collaboratively with the Department of Education and Training and will involve external 
stakeholders through an ACT Tertiary Taskforce and an annual skills outlook summit; 

 an evaluation of the Canberra Spatial Plan; and 

 annual updates to the ACT Government’s land release program. 

                                                           
7
 Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Household and Family Projections, Australia, 2006 to 2031, Table 1.23 Projected 

number of households, Household type – 2006 to 2031, ACT, (Series III), Cat. no. 3236.0, 8 June 2010 



What will our regional population look like in 2030? 
Figure 9: The ACT and Region 

 

Source: Access Economics for ACT Chief Minister’s Department, ACT and Region Demographics and Trends, October 2007 

The ACT and Region – population projections 

 2011 2016 2021 2026 2031 

ACT 356,300 377,400 398,500 418,900 438,000 
Surrounding NSW8      

Cooma-Monaro 10,300 10,300 10,400 10,400 10,500 
Palerang  14,300 15,800 17,300 18,800 20,300 
Queanbeyan  42,400 46,900 51,600 56,300 60,900 
Yass Valley  15,000 16,200 17,500 18,800 20,000 
Goulburn Mulwaree  27,400 27,700 27,900 28,100 28,200 

Total Region 465,700 494,300 523,200 551,300 577,900 

Source: ACT Chief Minister’s Department, ACT Population Projections for Suburbs and Districts, 2007 to 2019, June 2009 
and New South Wales Government, New South Wales Statistical Local Area Population Projections 2006 – 2036, April 2010. 

 

As per the table above, by 2031 current projections indicate that the ACT and surrounding region 
will have a population nearing 600,000 persons. The ACT’s population is projected to reach 438,000. 

The south-eastern region of NSW, which houses the region surrounding the ACT, is projected to 
grow, and to age, at a faster rate than the ACT. The current population of the region is 
approximately 218,000. This is projected to grow by 28,000 over the next 10 years (12.8%), and by 
55,000 over the next 20 years (25.2%). Much of this growth will occur in the areas closest to the ACT, 
the fast-growing areas of Queanbeyan, Palerang, and the Yass Valley. 

Currently, the proportion of the south-eastern region’s population aged 65 and over is 
approximately 16.7%. This is projected to grow to 21.4% by 2019-20, and to 25.7% by 2029-30. 

                                                           
8
 These Statistical Local Government Areas (SLGAs) were selected on the basis that they represent the strongest social and 

economic links to the ACT. 



Questions about our populations for 2030 
 What are the impacts and benefits of population growth for the ACT? Should we encourage 

population growth?  

 How do we balance population growth, economic prosperity and environmental 

sustainability?  

 Our household size is decreasing but our average house size is increasing. How can we better 

match Canberra’s houses to our housing needs?  

 Our population is also ageing. People prefer to age in place and certainly within the same 

neighborhood. How can we adapt our existing urban areas to meet the housing and 

accessibility needs of older people?  

 Should we be attracting young people to live in Canberra? What would attract young people 

to remain or come to live in Canberra?  

Further information 
ACT Chief Minister’s Department, Population Ageing in the ACT: Issues and Analysis, 2010 
http://www.cmd.act.gov.au 

ACT Chief Minister’s Department, ACT Population Projections for Suburbs and Districts: 2007 to 2019, 
June 2009 
http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/119734/suburb-population-projection.pdf 

ACT Chief Minister’s Department, ACT Population Projections: 2007 to 2056, May 2009 
http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/119719/act-population-projections-2007-
2056.pdf 

ACT Chief Minister’s Department, Canberra QuickStats: 2009-10, May 2010 
http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/130088/canberra-quickstats-2009-10.pdf 

ACT Chief Minister’s Department, ACT Government Infrastructure Plan: 2010, June 2010 
http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/133165/act-govt-infrastructure-plan.pdf 

ACT Chief Minister’s Department, Capital Development: Towards Our Second Century, 2008 
http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/119724/CDbrochure.pdf 

Access Economics Pty Ltd for ACT Chief Minister’s Department, ACT and Region Demographics and 
Trends, October 2007 
http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/119718/act-region-demographics-
trends.pdf 

ACT Treasury, Economic Indicator – Labour Force, 2010 
http://www.treasury.act.gov.au/snapshot/LABOUR.pdf 

ACT Chief Minister’s Department, Economic Indicator – Australian Demographic Statistics, 2010 
http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/121391/erp.pdf  

ACT Planning and Land Authority, Sustainable future workshop on Culture and Knowledge 
http://www.actpla.act.gov.au/topics/significant_projects/change/sustainable_future/workshop_two 

http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/119734/suburb-population-projection.pdf
http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/119734/suburb-population-projection.pdf
http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/119719/act-population-projections-2007-2056.pdf
http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/119719/act-population-projections-2007-2056.pdf
http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/130088/canberra-quickstats-2009-10.pdf
http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/133165/act-govt-infrastructure-plan.pdf
http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/119724/CDbrochure.pdf
http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/119718/act-region-demographics-trends.pdf
http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/119718/act-region-demographics-trends.pdf
http://www.treasury.act.gov.au/snapshot/LABOUR.pdf
http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/121391/erp.pdf
http://www.actpla.act.gov.au/topics/significant_projects/change/sustainable_future/workshop_two

