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BACKGROUND PAPER 9: Population growth and demographic change 

What was said during Time to Talk 
Canberra 2030

Most people felt the best opportunity to assure the future quality 

of Canberra was to make key decisions about Canberra’s planning 

now. While some people challenged the inevitability of growth, 

most Canberrans recognised the city will grow and must provide 

for the needs of all sec� ons of a larger society. Given this, the 

impera� ve is to ensure Canberra has the capacity to meet and 

manage the needs of a more diverse society. People recognised 

that the needs and lifestyles of younger people and older 

Canberrans must be balanced. They also understood that young 

people are Canberra’s future.

Definition of issue

According to the Australian Bureau of Sta� s� cs, ‘Demographic 

sta� s� cs provide measures of the Australian popula� on, its size, 

growth, composi� on and geographic distribu� on, as well as the 

components that shape popula� on change: births, deaths and 

migra� on’.1  Sta� s� cal data rela� ng to the popula� on and groups 

within it are provided by demographics. Demographics provide, for 

example, data on age groups, births, deaths, migra� on, household 

structure, cultural background, educa� on and income of a popula� on. 

Role of strategic land use planning

Understanding the ACT’s popula� on growth and its demographic 

trends is fundamental to strategic planning and the provision of 

adequate housing, transport services, community infrastructure 

and recrea� on opportuni� es. The way these services and 

ameni� es are located and designed is cri� cal to mee� ng the 

diverse needs of our popula� on.

What issues does the ACT Planning Strategy 
need to consider?

Given the importance of the popula� on’s size, age structure and 

distribu� on to the planning of infrastructure and services, an 

understanding of demographic trends is crucial.

Population size

At June 2010, the ACT’s popula� on was es� mated to be 358,600 

and Queanbeyan’s 41,400. In 2001 the ACT’s popula� on was 

319,300 and Queanbeyan’s 33,800.

Between 2001-2 and 2009-10 popula� on growth averaged 4,400 

per year, but since 2006-7, the annual popula� on growth has 

averaged 6,200. In the fi rst six months of 2010-11 it was 3000. 

The higher popula� on growth in recent years has mostly been from 

increased net overseas migra� on (NOM). NOM averaged 3120 a 

year between 2005 and 2010, increasing from 670 in 2005 to over 

3400 in 2008 and 2009. In 2010 NOM was 1960. Popula� on growth 

from natural increase (births minus deaths) grew from 2,800 in 2005 

to almost 3,500 in 2010. Net interstate migra� on (NIM) in 2010 was 

almost 1,500. Between 2005 and 2010, NIM averaged 370, with a 

net ou" low of 1600 in 2009 (see Figure 1).

By 2030 the ACT’s popula� on is projected to grow to 453,300 

and Queanbeyan’s to 60,000. Between 2010 and 2059, natural 

increase is an� cipated to contribute to 61% of the popula� on 

growth, with net migra� on from overseas contribu� ng 39%. Net 

interstate migra� on is assumed to be 0.

Figure 1: ACT population growth by component 2005 to 2010
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Population distribution

High popula� on growth in Canberra between the early 1960s and 

the mid 1970s was based on the expansion in the Commonwealth 

Public Service, and was accommodated by the development of 

new towns. Figure 2 indicates the popula� on distribu� on by town 

since 1963, when se� lement started in the fi rst new town of 

Woden-Weston Creek. 

The popula� on fell in central Canberra (North and South Canberra) 

from over 82,000 in the mid 1960s to below 60,000 in the mid 

1980s. However, the district’s popula� on began to increase from 

the mid 1990s to its es� mated 2009 level of 73,000. The decline was 

in response to an ageing popula� on, lower fer� lity and increased 

separa� on and divorce. It led to lower school enrolments, reduced 

levels of support for local shops and lower u� lisa� on of physical and 

social infrastructure. The increase in popula� on in the district has 

primarily been a result of redevelopment ac� vity. 

Each new town was rapidly se� led by households that were star� ng 

to have families. This led to successive peaking of demand for 

age related social infrastructure, notably schools. Woden-Weston 

Creek’s popula� on peaked at 63,000 in 1976 before falling to below 

60,000.  Belconnen’s popula� on has been reasonably stable at 

85,000-90,000 since the mid 1990s with new se� lement in west 

Belconnen counterac� ng popula� on decline in the older suburbs. 

Tuggeranong’s popula� on has begun to fall; popula� on decline in 

the north Tuggeranong suburbs, se� led in the mid 1970s to the 

early 1980s, is counterac� ng popula� on growth in the more recently 

se� led areas. The changed demography is also refl ected in the 

decline in average dwelling occupancy from 3.9 people per dwelling 

in 1966 to 2.5 in 2006. Further decline is expected.

Figure 2:  Population growth by town 1963-2010
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Regional Popula� on Growth

Figure 3 indicates the popula� on growth by district between 2001 

and 2010. Gungahlin, Belconnen and North Canberra experienced 

the greatest growth, while numbers fell in Tuggeranong and 

Woden-Weston Creek experienced minimal growth.

Figure 3: Population change by district 2001-2010
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Table 1 indicates the projected popula� on growth by district 

between 2009 and 2021. Gungahlin, Molonglo and North 

Canberra are projected to have the highest growth. Gungahlin’s 

popula� on is projected to increase from 40,900 in 2009 to 72,900 

in 2021, while Molonglo’s popula� on is projected to be 20,600 

by 2021. Popula� ons are projected to increase North and South 

Canberra, largely as a result of redevelopment, and Belconnen, 

primarily as a result of development in west Belconnen, Lawson, 

Bruce and the town centre. Tuggeranong’s popula� on is projected 

to fall as a result of ageing in the north Tuggeranong suburbs.

Table 1:  Population growth by district2009-2021

District 2009 2012 2015 2018 2021 Change

North Canberra 46850 49800 51650 53250 55150 8300

South Canberra 26000 28000 29000 29650 30600 4600

Belconnen 91250 92650 92350 92600 94150 2900

Woden 33800 34300 33850 33500 33650 -150

Weston Creek 23300 23550 22850 22050 21850 -1450

Tuggeranong 89800 89300 87200 85600 85150 -4650

Gungahlin 40900 50950 60450 67750 72900 32000

Molonglo  250 7450 15350 20600 20600
Source: ACT Popula� on Projec� ons for Suburbs and Districts 2001-2021 

(CMD, 2011)
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Age structure

Figure 4 indicates the change in the ACT age structure between 

2001 and 2059. 

In 2001 65,900 people were aged 14 years and under, 230,500 

were aged between 15 and 64 years and 25,200 people were aged 

65 years and over. Between 2001 and 2010 the number of 0-14 

year olds fell by 1000, the number aged between 15 and 64 years 

increased by 20000, and the number of people aged 65 years and 

over increased by 10,600.

The number of people projected to be aged 65 years and over 

doubles from 37,000 in 2010 to 75,000 in 2030. The popula� on 

aged 14 years and under increases by 16,000 by 2030, with its 

share of the popula� on falling from 18.3% to 18%.

The popula� on aged 65 years and over is projected to increase from 

10.4% of the popula� on in 2010 to 16.5% in 2030 and 21.9% by 2059. 

The popula� on aged 14 years and under will increase from 18.3% 

in 2010 to 18.9% by 2020 before falling to 18% by 2030. Numbers 

in this age group will increase by 17,000 between 2010 and 2030, 

indica� ng an ongoing need to provide age related facili� es such as 

child care and schools. 

The popula� on of the ACT is projected to age, with the median 

age projected to increase from 33.7 years in 2009, to 37.5 years in 

2030 and 39.9 years by 2059.

Figure 4: ACT age structure 2001-2059
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Figure 5 indicates that the popula� on aged 65 years and older 

is projected to increase in all districts between 2009 and 2021. 

Tuggeranong and Belconnen are projected to have the greatest 

increase in this age group, with Tuggeranong’s popula� on 

increasing from 6650 to 14500 and Belconnen’s increasing from 

9200 to 14150. The share of the 65 years and over popula� on 

living in these districts will increase from 44% to 48% over 

the period. There is also appreciable growth projected in this 

popula� on in Gungahlin – from 1,950 to 6,200. 

Figure 6 indicates the projected change in the popula� on aged 

0 to 14 years by district. Gungahlin and Molonglo are projected 

to experience the greatest increase, with Gungahlin expected 

to increase from 9900 to 18500 between 2009 and 2021 and 

Molonglo to 6450. Increases are also projected in North Canberra 

(2650), South Canberra (650) and Belconnen (1150). Declines in 

this popula� on group are projected in Tuggeranong (-4800), Woden 

(-850) and Weston Creek (-450). Despite the decline, Tuggeranong is 

projected to have the highest number of 0-14 year olds in 2021.

While there is some evidence of regenera� on of suburb 

popula� ons as younger households purchase proper� es in older 

areas, it is unlikely that previous levels will be reached. This will 

be a result of lower fer� lity levels than when the suburbs were 

fi rst se" led and the slower rate of dwelling turnover because the 

suburb is not being se" led within a short period. This is illustrated 

in North Canberra where, despite an increase in popula� on, there 

were 5,600 0 to 14 year olds in 2006 compared to 16,400 in 1966.

Figure 5: Projected population aged 65 years and over by district 
2009 and 2021
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Figure 7 indicates the projected change in age structure between 

2011 and 2021 in Queanbeyan. The propor� on of the popula� on 

aged  65 years and over is projected to increase from 9.8% to 

13.1%, while the popula� on aged under 15 years is projected to 

fall from 20.4% to 19.8%. 

The changing age structure is associated with changed household 

composi� on. Household and Family Projec� ons from the 

Australian Bureau of Sta� s� cs (see Figure 8) indicate there will be 

substan� al growth in couple and single person households in the 

ACT between 2006 and 2031 and limited growth in the number of 

couple households with children. 
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Figure 6: Projected population aged 0-14 years by district 2009 and 2021

Molonglo

Gungahlin

Tuggeranong

Weston Creek

Woden

Belconnen

South Canberra

North Canberra

0 5000 10000 15000 20000

2021

2009

Source: ACT Popula� on Projec� ons for Suburbs and Districts (CMD, 2011)

Figure 7: Projected Queanbeyan age structure 2011 and 2021
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Figure 8: ACT households by type of household 2006-2031
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Things to think about

The growing popula! on will require approximately 65,000 

addi! onal dwellings between 2006 and 2030. A major issue is 

where these dwellings should be accommodated, and the mix 

between greenfi eld development (new residen! al estates on 

farmland) and development in established areas.

The loca! on of residen! al development has implica! ons 

for the overall level of travel in the city, the level of physical 

infrastructure (such as roads, cycleways, water, sewer, electricity 

and stormwater) and social infrastructure (such as schools, shops, 

places of worship, health facili! es and services). 

A challenge is to meet the housing, services and infrastructure 

needs for a growing popula! on with greatly increased numbers of 

people aged over 65, while s! ll responding to the needs for social 

infrastructure for a growing popula! on under 15 years, par! cularly 

in Gungahlin, Molonglo and North Canberra. 

The ageing of the popula! on will generate demand for a wider 

variety of housing, improved connec! ons to services and facili! es 

to enable ageing in place.
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