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Overview

Part 1 

The rise of DIDO 
and FIFO in 
Tasmania

A review of studies and government reports on the 
impacts of FIFO/DIDO employment on workers 
themselves and on other similar regional 
communities around the world.

Part 2
The extent of 
FIFO/DIDO work on 
the West Coast

New and detailed 2016 and 2021 ABS Census of 
Population and Housing. 

Part 3
Mitigating the 
impacts and 
responding to the 
challenges

Our initial thinking about how local and state 
government, business and communities might  
mitigate the negative impacts of FIFO/DIDO on 
affected communities, particularly when it comes to 
improving liveability in regional Australia.



What is this study about and why is 
it important?
Aims, approach, and data
This study, which was commissioned by the West Coast Council, seeks 
to determine the prevalence and the impact of drive-in/drive-out 
(DIDO) commuting on the West Coast of Tasmania. The methods 
used include analysis of just-released ABS census data and a desktop 
review of existing academic literature.

Relevance, outcomes, and impact
Increasingly, and especially since the beginning of the Covid-19 
pandemic, workers are becoming more mobile and more flexible. The 
continuing growth in FIFO/DIDO employment is just one manifestation of 
broader changes impacting how, where, when, and even why we work. 
While these shifts are being felt across Australia and around the world, 
the impacts have perhaps been most severe in rural and regional areas 
like the West Coast.

While mobility creates challenges for regional and remote communities, 
there are also opportunities. Research conducted by the Regional 
Australia Institute (RAI) in 2020 suggests that, contrary to popular 
perceptions, more people were moving from capital cities to regional 
areas than vice versa.

As well as evaluating the extent and impact of FIFO/DIDO employment 
on the West Coast, this study examines how it can be leveraged by the 
community to embed sustainable regional economic development.



Part 1: The rise of 
DIDO and FIFO work



Key concepts

7

• The terms fly-in/fly-out (FIFO) and drive-in/drive-out 
(DIDO) refer to employment arrangements that involve 
long-distance commuting of more than 100km between a 
person’s workplace and their usual residence (McKenzie 
2013).

• FIFO/DIDO workers tend to live in cities or coastal regions 
and commute to work sites on a rotational basis. This is 
typically in block rosters (e.g., seven days on, seven days 
off), and is often combined with ‘even-time’ (12-hour) 
shifts. Many stay in work camps nearby existing 
communities.

• DIDO is the primary form of long-distance commuting on 
the West Coast of Tasmania, although around 8% of long-
distance commuters to the West Coast fly in from 
mainland Australia (see page 17).

• FIFO/DIDO work has both beneficial and adverse impacts 
on community sustainability in the ‘host’ regions where it is 
used, and the ‘source’ regions whence the workforce is 
drawn. This paper is focused on the former.



National extent of FIFO/DIDO 
employment in 2016
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The Australian FIFO/DIDO workforce has grown 
rapidly since the 1980s. By 2016, some 288,000 
Australians reported a commute to work of more 
than 100km – the generally accepted threshold 
distance for FIFO or DIDO work.

A range of structural and social factors have 
contributed to the rapid uptake of FIFO/DIDO 
around Australia, including:

• Increasing cost of building and operating 
towns in remote locations.

• Availability of cost-effective air transport.

• Tax incentives for companies employing 
FIFO/DIDO rather than resident workforces.

• Skilled labour shortages in remote regions.

• Workers’ preference for living in larger 
metropolitan areas or coastal regions.

• Limited opportunities and amenities for 
spouses and families of workers in remote 
regions.

SOURCE: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016 Census of Population and Housing



There are different forms of FIFO/DIDO work that correlate with different 
phases of project development: construction and operation.

FIFO/DIDO is often unavoidable 
during the construction phase of 

resources projects (when 
workforce needs are high but 

quite short-lived) as well as for 
very remote operations and 

short-lived operations.

FIFO/DIDO can become 
problematic, however, when 
relied upon too heavily for 

staffing the long-term operation 
of mines, particular when they 

are located near existing 
regional communities.

Forms and context of FIFO/DIDO employment

9



Economic impacts Infrastructure and services 
impacts

Impacts of FIFO/DIDO on host communities

• Local governments provide 
infrastructure and services that 
support mining activity in their 
regions, but typically derive little 
financial benefit.

• FIFO/DIDO workers are 
sometimes described as 
‘shadow populations’. Local 
governments receive funding 
based partly on estimates of 
their resident populations. FIFO/ 
DIDO may result in 
underestimation of the number 
of people using local services 
and infrastructure, and can lead 
to underfunding in host 
communities (House of 
Representatives 2013).

• Mining companies in remote 
regions benefit from the 
resources in those regions, but 
by sourcing their workforces, 
supplies, and services from 
elsewhere, give little back to 
host communities.

• These fly-over effects can 
create hollow economies in 
regions impacted by 
FIFO/DIDO, with knock-on 
impacts for livability and local 
services and amenity 
(Carrington and Pereira 2011; 
McKenzie 2011; McKenzie 
2020; Morris 2012; Storey 
2010a; Storey 2010b).
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Social capital and community 
wellbeing impacts

• FIFO/DIDO can erode the sense 
of community in host regions, 
introducing a large population of 
(predominantly) young men in 
temporary accommodation with 
limited community connection.

• Remote communities with high 
rates of FIFO/DIDO find 
themselves in a vicious cycle 
wherein they cannot sustain 
services or attract new residents 
to build the population and 
infrastructure of the town.

• FIFO/DIDO and its impacts can 
undermine the ‘social licence’ 
and community support for 
resource and energy projects in 
remote communities.



What is missing from this literature?
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• The geography of remote work in 
these states is very different to 
Tasmania. WA in particular 
features many single-industry, 
purpose-built mining towns or 
camps established by resource 
companies specifically for their 
own workers.

• The impacts of FIFO/DIDO 
employment are also qualitatively 
different in these regions. In WA 
for instance, FIFO is associated 
with extreme pressure on 
housing affordability; the cost of 
living in the Pilbara is 37% higher 
than in Perth (McKenzie 2020).

• Very little research has been 
conducted into the use of 
FIFO/DIDO workers for industries 
other than mining, such as 
energy projects, aquaculture, and 
agriculture, all of which are 
relevant to the West Coast of 
Tasmania.

• This is important because a 
broader industrial scoping of 
these issues would likely cast 
greater light on social and 
community issues associated 
with non-resident workforces in 
service or care economy sectors 
such as health and education. 

• Few studies have investigated 
DIDO workforces, which typically 
travel much shorter distances 
and are less mobile than the 
average mainland FIFO worker. 

• The primary DIDO-specific 
concern addressed in available 
literature relates to the risks of 
workers driving 100km or more 
after a 12-hour shift.

• Important questions regarding 
the composition and impacts of 
DIDO workforces within smaller 
jurisdictions like Tasmania 
remain unanswered.

Most research has been about 
FIFO rather than DIDO

Most research is on 
FIFO/DIDO in mining only

Most research has been on 
Western Australia and 
Queensland



Community case study: Kalgoorlie-Boulder
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The town of Kalgoorlie-Boulder in the Goldfields region of Western Australia faces 
similar challenges to the West Coast in terms of the growth of FIFO/DIDO and its 
impacts on community sustainability, housing and infrastructure, and economic 
diversification.

Similarly to the West Coast, Kalgoorlie-Boulder has been an important mining town 
since the discovery of gold in the late 19th century. This stands in contrast to many 
other mining towns in WA which were developed in the 1960s-70s by mining 
companies for the sole purpose of housing workers and their families.

The growth of FIFO in Kalgoorlie-Boulder has had implications for community and 
economic sustainability as in the absence of large workers’ camps, the mining 
industry allegedly buys and rents houses to accommodate temporary workers.

The consequent shortage of quality housing makes it challenging to attract and 
accommodate a resident workforce, especially for lower wage positions outside 
the mining sector. This leads to challenges attracting new residents and retaining 
existing residents, particularly families and young people, both because of the lack 
of accommodation and because of the lack of education and training opportunities. 

This limits economic diversification beyond mining, with growth in the tourism and 
services industries stagnating due to the lack of available workers.

The impacts on the Kalgoorlie-Boulder community can be seen through the 
residential population which has experienced a decline of 13.7% since 2013, falling 
from 33,267 to 28,709 (Lucas 2022). 

The town is working on improving liveability through the supply of housing and 
economic and social infrastructure to make the region more attractive to residential 
workers.

Developed in the mid-20th 
century by the mining 
industry, subject to narrow 
diversification and with 
relatively limited long-term 
prospects post-mine 
closure.

e.g., Moranbah, Pilbara 
region, Leinster

Existed prior to the mining 
boom of the 1960s-70s, 
but have become 
increasingly economically 
dependent on mining – 
founded as a mine town, 
but diversified.

e.g., West Coast region, 
Emerald

Single-industry  
purpose-built mining 

towns

Mining-focused towns 
hosting a range of 
other industries

Different types of mining towns
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Key takeaways from the FIFO/DIDO literature

However, it is also clear that FIFO/DIDO can erode community 
wellbeing, burden local services and infrastructure, and limit economic 
development in host regions with shrinking resident workforces.

There are some limited positive effects of FIFO/DIDO for host 
communities. FIFO/DIDO can help mitigate the impacts of boom-and-
bust resource cycles on host communities, and it can enable the 
development of isolated resource deposits that would otherwise be 
uneconomic, thereby providing returns to the broader community 
through royalty payments.

These issues need to be better understood and addressed to ensure 
that both mining itself and the remote communities where it occurs are 
sustainable. This is especially relevant given the rise of ESG 
investment and expectations of corporate social responsibility. 



Part 2: The extent of 
FIFO/DIDO employment 
on the West Coast 
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Population and income 
change on the West Coast

Despite some recent stabilisation, the 
populations of the West Coast’s major 
settlements have, for the most part, been 
experiencing long-term decline.

Much of this decline is attributable to a 
combination of an ageing population and 
net-outward migration. There is some 
evidence that the COVID-19 pandemic 
disrupted this trend in some areas, 
though this has yet to be seen clearly on 
the West Coast.

Demographic projections from the 
University of Tasmania has projected 
further decline in the order of 30% by the 
early 2040s, which is the steepest 
downward trajectory in the state (Denny 
& Pisanu 2018).

Weekly household incomes have 
likewise been trending downward in most 
settlements (Strahan may be emerging 
as a more recent exception).

Queenstown

Population Median weekly hou..

Roseberry

Population Median weekly hou..

Strahan

Population Median weekly hou..

Zeehan

Population Median weekly hou..
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Population and median weekly household income in West Coast settlements, 2001-2021

SOURCE: Australian Bureau of Statistics; Denny, L. & Pisanu, N. (2018). Insight Nine: Regional Population Trends in 
Tasmania: Issues and Options. Institute for the Study of Social Change. Hobart: University of Tasmania
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How many ‘DIDO’ 
workers were there on 
the West Coast in 2016?

Around 675 of the 2140 people 
employed on the West Coast lived 
more than 100km from their place of 
work at the time of the 2021 census.

The West Coast Council LGA hosts a 
higher share of non-resident 
workers than anywhere else in the 
state. Nearly one third of people 
whose place of work is on the West 
Coast live more than 100km away. 
The next highest LGA is Central 
Highlands at just over 14%, while the 
state average is less than 2%. 

In percentage terms, of the 
approximately 31% of West Coast 
workers reside outside the West 
Coast LGA, commuting more than 
100km to their jobs. 
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Where do DIDO workers 
come from and has their 
number changed over time?
Most non-resident workers on the West 
Coast commute from the broader Cradle 
Coast and Waratah/Wynyard areas, 
though a significant portion also come 
from mainland Australia (around 8% of the 
long-distance commuting workforce).

DIDO work has occupied a large slice of 
the West Coast labour market for a long 
time, and has been growing. The 2021 
census data show continued growth in not 
just the number of DIDO workers but also 
in their share of the total West Coast 
workforce. DIDO workers now comprise a 
record share of West Coast workers – 
around 31%. 

While the overall size of the West Coast 
workforce contracted in the 2016 census 
period (likely due to the closure of the Mt 
Lyell mine), the share of DIDO has 
continued to increase.

SOURCE: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016; Census of Population and Housing Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021 
Census of Population and Housing
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Most, though by no means 
all, work in mining
The majority of non-resident workers on the 
West Coast (some 68%, or around 460 
people) are employed in the mining industry. 
This means that just over 50% of the West 
Coast’s mining workforce are DIDO workers.

However, agriculture, forestry, and fishing; 
construction; and healthcare and social 
assistance also employ a significant number 
of DIDO workers. 

Many workers reported in categories like 
electricity, gas, water, and waste; 
accommodation and food services; or 
professional, scientific, and technical 
services are likely also employed by the 
mining companies.

Finally, it is important to note that while the 
DIDO share of some industries may be small 
by comparison to mining, their impact 
remains high due to the importance of that 
industry to the community – healthcare and 
social assistance is a clear example.

SOURCE: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021 Census of Population and Housing
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DIDO workers overwhelmingly 
occupy reasonably specialised 
mining occupations

DIDO/FIFO workers are more likely to be 
employed in higher paid occupations than 
local workers, likely due to high demand for 
particular skills, especially in the mining and 
construction industries. Where skills demand 
in the construction sector is short-term, and 
driven by major projects, demand in the 
mining sector has been consistent for some 
decades.

However, as illustrated on the next page, 
DIDO/FIFO workers are not necessarily more 
highly educated than their resident 
colleagues. This suggests that the workforce 
gap being filled by DIDO/FIFO comprises 
niche skilled workers subject to high labour 
market competition.

More than 60% of all FIFO/ DIDO workers on 
the West Coast are employed as machinery 
operators and drivers or technicians and 
trades workers.

SOURCE: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021 Census of Population and Housing
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DIDO workers are more likely to have 
undertaken tertiary or higher education than 
resident workers, but not to a degree that would 
explain their income disparity. In other words, 
the gaps filled by non-resident workers are 
likely to be specific (skills gaps) rather than 
general (workforce capability gaps).

Another important factor is the industry of 
employment – the shares of local and DIDO 
workers employed in the mining industry boosts 
the average pay of out-of-area workers relative 
to locals. 

Nevertheless, it is clear that despite similar 
aptitude and employment in similarly 
demanding roles, skills demand means that 
DIDO workers earn far more than residents. 

SOURCE: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021 Census of Population and Housing

DIDO/FIFO workers earn more 
than West Coast residents
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DIDO workers are 
considerably more highly 
paid than the resident 
workforce

DIDO/FIFO workers on the West 
Coast earn much more than 
local/resident workers. They 
typically work far more hours and 
also earn more per hour for doing 
the same (or similar) jobs (see next 
page). We estimate that the median 
income of a DIDO/FIFO worker on 
the West Coast is roughly double 
the LGA average.

This pattern is visible within major 
DIDO industries too, with the 
exception of agriculture, forestry, 
and fishing (non-resident workers in 
this industry are typically lower-paid 
aquaculture labourers).

The gross value of wages earned in 
the West Coast LGA by FIFO/DIDO 
workers is likely to be in the region 
of $71 million annually.
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FIFO/DIDO workers earn a 
far greater share of gross 
wages than their share of 
the total workforce

Despite accounting for only 31% of the 
workforce, DIDO/FIFO workers take 
home roughly 42.5% of gross wages 
earned on the West Coast. 

In absolute terms, this means that 
resident workers make approximately 
$96.5 million per year where 
DIDO/FIFO workers make around $71 
million.

Needless to say, this means that a very 
significant portion of the wealth earned 
on the West Coast leaves the local area 
and is spent in surrounding 
communities, particularly in the Cradle 
Coast and Waratah/Wynyard regions. 

SOURCE: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021 Census of Population and Housing
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Despite comprising less than a third of the workforce, DIDO workers take home nearly
half of total wages
Total weekly income by workforce, 2021
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Who are the West 
Coast’s DIDO workers?

SOURCE: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021 Census of Population and Housing

DIDO workers on the West Coast are nearly 
all men. They are typically younger than their 
resident colleagues, and many appear to 
stop working on the West Coast in their mid- 
to late-30s – around the age at which they 
are most likely to have early-school-age 
children. 

Many return to DIDO work on the West 
Coast in their early- to mid-40s, however.

It is unclear, though very possible, that 
improved access to education opportunities 
on the West Coast could impact workers’ 
relocation decision making. In any case, it 
would appear that many begin to return to 
FIFO/DIDO work in their early- to mid-40s.
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West Coast DIDO workers are nearly all men
Share of resident and out-of-area workforce by sex
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How many people have moved away from the West Coast but kept their jobs?

Between 2011 and 2016, 
more West Coast residents 
moved away but kept their 
jobs (i.e., transitioned from 
resident to FIFO/DIDO work) 
than the residents of any 
other LGA in Tasmania.

The data suggest that 
resident workers who leave 
the West Coast and transition 
to DIDO work are likely to be 
younger men, many with 
partners and young children.

It is difficult to say whether the 
availability of FIFO/DIDO 
work influences the decision 
of these workers to leave the 
West Coast, but given the 
high incomes of these 
workers it is certainly 
conceivable that many might 
not have relocated otherwise.0.0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.9 1.0 1.1 1.2 1.3 1.4 1.5 1.6 1.7 1.8 1.9 2.0 2.1 2.2 2.3 2.4 2.5
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Literature on FIFO/DIDO work details several strategies that governments and major 
industries can take. While not of these all are relevant to the West Coast, options discussed in 
the existing academic and policy literature include:

• Providing incentives to increase the attractiveness of host communities to mine workers 
e.g., housing packages, flexible working hours, and tax incentives

• Improving local services, infrastructure, and liveability e.g., the Pilbara Cities Vision

• Communicating and promoting the benefits of the region to workers and their families

• Improving the capacity of local businesses to service the resource sector, thereby 
mitigating the ‘fly-over effect’

• Improving data collection to more accurately measure the costs of FIFO/DIDO on 
infrastructure and services

• Reforming Financial Assistance Grants and other government funding to more accurately 
reflect regional service populations as well as just resident populations

• Ensuring that mining leases or development approvals are tied to agreements that 
maximise benefit from resource projects e.g., Canada’s Community Benefits Agreements

• Legislating a cap on the FIFO/DIDO share of a company’s workforce. For example, 
Queensland’s Strong and Sustainable Resource Communities Act 2017 bans 100% FIFO 
operations

• Allocating mining royalties or resource tax revenues to infrastructure and service 
development e.g., Western Australia’s Royalties for Regions program

• Reviewing tax exemptions for worker camps in regional areas (i.e., fringe benefits tax)

• Reviewing Zone Tax Offset arrangements to ensure they’re claimable only by permanent 
residents of a region
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Some of the strategies discussed on the previous page, 
such as capping numbers of FIFO/DIDO workers, seek to 
address FIFO/DIDO directly. It is essential to recognize, 
however, that FIFO/DIDO work is as often a symptom as it 
is a cause of diminishing liveability and population decline 
in regional areas.

Places that can offer good amenity, infrastructure 
(housing) services, and lifestyle opportunities have the 
best chance of turning long-distance commuters into long-
term local residents.

The West Coast of Tasmania is changing. Any effective 
regional economic development and renewal strategy 
must start by understanding who wants to live on the West 
Coast and why.

Additionally, it’s important to recognize that it is possible to 
generate community renewal and wellbeing even without 
population growth, through community-led place-based 
development and innovation.

Mitigation and transformation are complex and must 
involve the whole community. This will be a focus of the 
proposed second phase of this project.
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There is an abundance of literature about liveability in regional 
Australia that can inform strategies to encourage workers to 
relocate to the West Coast.

The Regional Australia Institute (RAI) describes the decision to 
relocate as a two-step process:

• An individual makes a decision to move to regional Australia 
based on whether they can be employed in a given area.

• After identifying broad areas suitable for relocation, an 
individual’s decision of where to live is based on a more 
personal and nuanced liveability assessment.

This assessment involves the six indicators in the graphic to the 
right (Regional Australia Institute 2020). The relative importance of 
the different elements varies for different groups of people e.g., 
education services may be more important for families with young 
children than for retirees.

Effective liveability strategies must therefore be demographically 
targeted and strategic. The West Coast has a high number of 
millennial aged (20–35-year-old) FIFO/DIDO workers. These are 
considered desirable potential regional residents because they 
include families and early-to-mid career workers who have the 
potential to become long-term community members.

RAI 
liveability 
Indicators

Health 
Services

Education 
services

Amenity

Connection to 
community

Cost of living

Connection to 
community

Lifestyle and 
opportunity
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