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Introduction

General Information

Australia, island continent located south-
east of Asia, forms, with the nearby island of
Tasmania, the Commonwealth of Australia®,
a self-governing member of the Commonwealth
of Nations®. The continent is bounded on the
north by the Timor Sea, the Arafura Sea, and
the Torres Strait; on the east by the Coral®
Sea and the Tasman Sea; on the south by the
Bass Strait and the Indian Ocean; and on the
west by the Indian Ocean. The commonwealth
extends for about 4,025 km (about 2,500 mi)
from east to west and for about 3,700 km
(about 2,300 mi) from north to south. Tts
coastline measures some 36, 735 km (about
22,826 mi). The area of the commonwealth is
7.682,292 sq km (2,966,150 sqg mi), and the
arca of the continent alone is 7,614,500 sq km

(2,939, 974 sq mi), making Australia the
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smallest continent in the world, but the sixth largest country.

The Commonwealth of Australia is made up of six states
and two territories, which are New South Wales, Queensland,
South Australia, Tasmania, Victoria, Western Australia, the
Australian Capital Territory and the Northern Territory. The
external dependencies® of Australia are the Territory of Ashmore
and Cartier Islands, the Australian Antarctic Territory, Christ-
mas Island, the Territory of Cocos Islands (also called the Keel-
ing Islands), the Coral Sea Islands Territory, the Territory of
Heard Island and McDonald Islands, and Norfolk Island.

The first people to live in Australia, called Aborigines®, mi-
grated there about 40, 000 years ago. The continent remained
relatively unknown by outsiders until the 17th century. The first
European settlement by British convicts® occurred in 1788 at
Botany Bay in'southeastern Australia. Australia grew as a group
of British colonies during the 19th century, and in 1901 the

colonies federated to form a unified independent nation.

Political Divisions®

The Commonwealth of Australia comprises six states and
two territories. The states and their capitals are New South
Wales ( Sydney ), Victoria ( Melbourne ),  Queensland
(Brisbane), South Australia (Adelaide), Western Australia
(Perth), and Tasmania (Hobart). The territories and their chie{
cities are the Australian Capital Territory (Canberra) and the

Northern Territory (Darwin).
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Population

About 94 percent of Australia’s people are of European de-
scent®. The majority has a British or Irish heritage, but about 18
percent of the total population have other European origins.
Asians, including Middle Easterners, account for about 5 per-
cent of the population. Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders
make up about 1. 5 percent of the population. In 1991 the largest
overseas-born groups were from Great Britain and Ireland (22.5
percent), other European countries (30 percent), and Asia and
the Middle East (21 percent). Before World War II (1939 —
1945) more than 90 percent of the people were of British or Irish
origin. Since then, more than 2 million Europeans from other
countries have migrated to Australia. Since 1975, about 125,000
Southeast Asians have been admitted to the country, most as
refugees.

Australia is the most sparsely® populated of the inhabited
continents. According to the 1991 census, Australia had a popu-
lation of 16,849,496. The 1995 estimated population, including
Christmas Island, Cocos Islands, and Norfolk Island, is
18,338,000, giving the country an overall population density of
about 2 persons per sq km (about 6 per sq mi). '

The country is heavily urbanized®. About 85 percent of the
population lives in cities, and about two-thirds in cities with
100,000 or more residents. The most rapidly growing areas are
the coastal zones near and between the mainland capitals in the
east, southeast, and southwest. In fact, four out of every five
Australians live on the closely settled coastal plains that make up

only about three percent of the country’s land area. The fastest-
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growing region is southeastern Queensland.

Australia’s total population grew at an annual rate of about
1. 4 percent in the early 1990s. The principal reasons for this
growth were the continued high level of immigration and the as-
sociated increase in the numbers of younger people in the child-

bearing® age groups.

Language
English is the official language of Australia. Aboriginal and

other minority languages are spoken in ethnic® communities.

Australian Aborigines

The first Australians were the Aborigines. Aboriginal folk-
lore® claims that the Aborigines were always in Australia. How-
ever, most anthropologists¥ believe that the Aborigines migrated
from Southeast Asia at least 40,000 years ago, probably during a
period when low sea levels permitted the simplest forms of Jand
and water travel. A rise in sea level. subsequently made
Tasmania an island and caused some cultural separation between
its peoples and those on the mainland.

These original Australians were essentially hunter-gatherers
without domesticated animals, other than the dingo, which was
introduced by the Aborigines between 3, 000 and 4, 000 years
ago. The Aborigines employed a type of farming in which fire
was used to clear areas so that fresh grazing grasses could grow,
thereby attracting kangaroos' and other animals. Aborigines also
may have harvested and dispersed sclected seeds. Those

widespread operations may have been responsible for extensive
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tracts of grassland. There is evidence of careful damming® and
redirection of streams and of swamp and lake-outlets, possibly
for fish farming.

By the time of the first notable European settlement in
1788, Aboriginal people had developed cultural traits and ecolog-
ical® knowledge that showed an impressive adaptation to
Australia’s challenging environments. They also had developed
many complex variations between regional and even local com-
munities. The total aboriginal population at that time was about
300,000. More than 200 distinct languages existed at the begin-
ning of the 19th century. Bilingualism and multilingualism® were
common characteristics in several hundred aboriginal groups.
These groups sometimes called tribes here were linguistically de-
fined and territorially based.

In fact, the Aborigines’ social and political status was so
low that they were omitted from the official national censuses®
until 1971, following the overwhelming passage of a 1967 refer-
endum® that granted the government power to legislate® for the
Aborigines and to include them in the census count. At the 1991
census, 238,590 Australian residents were counted as Aborigines
and 26,902 as Torres Strait Islanders; the two groups are not
clearly distinguished, and the term Aboriginal often is 'used for
both groups. Their greatest concentrations were in New South
Wales and Queensland (each with 26. 4 percent of the national
total), Western Australia (15. 7 percent) and the Northern Ter-
ritory (15 percent).

In terms of social and economic disadvantage, unemploy-

ment, [amily income levels, welfare dependence, infant
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mortality rates®, and average life expectancy®, the aboriginal
population still fares badly in comparison with the Australian
population as a whole. Its recent renaissance® has brought victo-
ries in many spheres, and the confirmation of aboriginal owner-
ship and control of extensive areas of northern and central Aus-
tralia has introduced a new dimension® into the economic, politi-

cal, and social life of the nation.
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