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For all the talk of escaping boom-and-bust mining cycles, of each boom “being different”, and of diversifying the economy, Port Hedland remains stubbornly linked to geopolitics and, ultimately, to the prices global buyers are willing to pay for the bulk goods exported through the port. 

From the “recession Australia had to have” precipitated by the Black Monday crash of 1987 through to the Global Financial Crisis of the early 2000s and the end of the mining construction boom which peaked in 2012, Port Hedland has seen plenty of the good and the bad times. 

Those who profited from the good times – usually through rapidly increasing real estate prices, business and residential rents, and wages – either knew when to get out or through pure luck avoided the misfortunes of the bad times. 

But many, notably those who eschewed a FIFO lifestyle in favour of living and working in the town, found themselves victims of crashes – caught on the other side of the boom. 
Real estate prices appear to be the best barometer for economic growth and decline during times of boom and bust. 

We are going to have a chat about some of the history and then we will have a round table discussion on what we know and how we can insulate against the next bust.
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“The recession Australia had have” (1987) 

The words famously uttered by then Australian Treasurer Paul Keating of the economic events that followed the 1987 Black Monday stock market crash came as a shock to many, still riding high on the boom of the late 1980s. 

During the recession that followed, Australia’s GDP fell by 1.7%, employment by 3.4% and the unemployment rate rose to 10.8%, but there was a marked reduction in inflation. 

In Port Hedland

Following the 1987 stock market crash, Australia's iron ore industry experienced a period of decline in prices and a challenging economic environment. 

Prices declined by 5% in 1987-88 and a further 4% in 1988-89. 

Anecdotal evidence from local historians noted that the town suffered a setback in 1985 with BHP mothballing significant rail carriages and the demand for iron ore reduced and the town’s population fell from 14,000 to 8,000. 

Further effects are difficult to determine, but a population decline of such magnitude, nearly 50 per cent, would have affected businesses, government services, and residential real estate prices. 
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Global Financial Crisis (2007-2009) 
The Global Financial Crisis (GFC), which began in 2007, was a major worldwide economic downturn that originated in the United States and spread globally due to interconnected financial markets.  
It was primarily caused by a collapse in the US housing market, particularly related to subprime mortgages, and the resulting instability in financial institutions that held mortgage-backed securities. Millions of people lost their jobs as the major advanced economies experienced their deepest recessions since the Great Depression.  

The GFC was followed by the deepest recession in the world economy since World War II. The Australian economy performed better during this period than other advanced economies on nearly all relevant indicators. Financial conditions were stressed, but the financial system held up remarkably well; the economy slowed, but did not fall into recession; and while unemployment rose, it did so by far less than in many other advanced economies. 

A range of factors have been put forward to explain the relatively strong performance of the Australian economy over this period. These include the strength and stability of the Australian financial system, the fiscal and monetary policy response, the flexibility of the exchange rate and the performance of our major trading partners, particularly China.1 
A significant driver of the recovery of exports over this period was the surge in non-rural commodity exports to China. Exports of iron ore and coal to China contributed 0.8 percentage points to GDP growth over this period, supported by strong stimulus-related infrastructure spending; exports to other destinations were weak.2 

In Port Hedland  
The GFC led to a decline in global demand for iron ore, causing a downturn in Port Hedland’s mining industry. 

The mining downturn had a ripple effect on the property market in Port Hedland, leading to a period of oversupply and reduced property values. 

Mining towns like Karratha and Port Hedland saw the steepest drop in prices, with some properties losing up to 40 per cent of their value as resource projects slowed.3 

On the upside, mining towns achieved some of the biggest house price gains in the three years following the GFC.  
In Port Hedland, the three-year gain was about 40 per cent and in South Hedland about 34.5 per cent. 
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Mining construction booms ends (2013 – 2017) 
The end of the mining construction boom led to significant declines in economic activity in Western Australia that were even more marked in the Pilbara. At the same time, between 2013–14 and 2015–16, iron ore prices slumped from an average US$122.80 a tonne to US$50.90,4 leading to cost cutting by mining companies. 

In Port Hedland 
The army of temporary tradespeople and support staff, most of them on fly-in fly-out, or FIFO, contracts, dwindled from a high of more than 20,000. Growth in the resident population of greater Port Hedland stalled at around 16,500. 5 

Businesses closed and residential real estate prices crashed, causing financial distress. It typically started with an investment property, often in the Pilbara mining towns of Karratha, Port Hedland and Newman. Purchased for $750,000 in 2012, when the market was near its peak, the property was now worth $300,000 and falling. The rental return, which had been $1,600 a week, had fallen to $370. Not enough to cover repayments.6 

Then came the kicker: the massive mining projects whose construction had fuelled the biggest economic boom WA had ever seen were now completed and required considerably fewer employees. The mining industry shed 46,000 full-time jobs between 2013 and 2015, and those who were able to find new employment were no longer commanding boom-time salaries. 

The North West Telegraph reported in late 2017 that “the number of people entering into personal bankruptcies in the Pilbara has started to stabilise”. 

WA Insolvency Solutions partner Chris Williamson said the drop in valuation of the property market had the biggest effect on people living in the Pilbara. 

“The drop in the value of properties has been absolutely significant,” he said. “The amount that they’ve dropped by has left people with no equity in the property, which is then causing them to go bankrupt.” 

Past Port Hedland Chamber of Commerce president Jim Henneberry said the valuation of property in Port and South Hedland had dropped by an average of 75 per cent from 2012. 

EDUCATION 
The conclusion of the mining construction boom in 2017 led to a temporary decline in school enrolments in Port Hedland, likely due to the departure of transient workers and their families. However, both Hedland Senior High School and Port Hedland Primary School have since experienced a rebound in student numbers, suggesting a stabilization and growth in the local population. 

Public school funding is partly based on enrolment numbers. With fewer students, schools faced reduced budgets, which affected staffing levels, extracurricular programs, and student support services. 

As the construction phase of major mining projects (like those led by BHP and Fortescue Metals Group) wound down, many fly-in-fly-out (FIFO) and temporary workers left the area. This led to: 
Fewer families residing in the region, especially those with school-aged children. 
Enrolments at local schools (like Port Hedland Primary and Hedland Senior High School) dropped, reflecting the reduced population. 

For example: 
Hedland Senior High School reportedly saw a decline in student numbers post-2017, though the exact figures vary year to year depending on new industry shifts and housing trends. 
Since the sharp post-boom decline enrolments have stabilised somewhat as the region transitioned to an operational phase (less labour-intensive but more permanent staff). Some schools started to rebuild numbers, especially as the town adjusted and families with longer-term ties remained. 

Port Hedland Primary School (Kindergarten–Year 6) 
Data from the Western Australian Department of Education shows the following enrolment trends: 
2017: 420 students 
2018: 382 students 
2019: 438 students 
2020: 453 students 
2021: 462 studentsEducationHQ+14Department of Education+14Port Hedland Primary School+14 

This data reflects a decline in student numbers in 2018, followed by a consistent increase in the following years. 

Hedland Senior High School (Years 7–12) 
According to data from Better Education, Hedland Senior High School's enrolment numbers were as follows:Better Education+4Better Education+4Better Education+4 
2016: 810 students 
2017: 820 students 
2018: 790 students 
2019: 870 students 
2020: 870 students 
2021: 970 students 
2022: 990 students 
2023: 1,000 students 
2024: 1,060 students Department of Education+7Hedland Senior High School+7Department of Education+7 

These figures indicate a slight decrease in enrolment immediately after 2017, followed by a steady increase in subsequent years. 
 
HEALTH 
Following the end of the mining construction boom in 2017, Port Hedland experienced significant challenges in accessing general practitioner (GP) services. 

The departure of many workers and their families led to a reduced population, impacting the demand for healthcare services. However, the remaining residents faced difficulties due to limited healthcare infrastructure and workforce shortages. 

Add to this WA General Practitioners Education and Training program that mandated regional GP postings as part of training was abandoned by Federal Government, leaving only Royal Australian College of General Practitioners’ Rural GP program available – additional training, additional cost for those that aspire to work in a rural or remote location.

For Port Hedland, these combined impacts resulted in:

Limited GP Availability: After the closure of the Sonic Healthcare clinic, Port Hedland was left with only one GP clinic, leading to increased demand and pressure on existing healthcare providers.  
Overburdened Services: The sole remaining clinic faced staff burnout, long wait times, and challenges in meeting the complex needs of patients. 
Housing Shortages Impacting Recruitment: High housing costs and limited availability made it difficult to attract and retain healthcare professionals, further exacerbating the shortage of GPs.  

Measures taken to address these concerns included:  
Establishment of New Clinics: In response to the healthcare crisis, efforts were made to open new clinics, including an Indigenous-owned health clinic in South Hedland, aiming to alleviate the GP shortage. 
Community Health Initiatives: The Town of Port Hedland launched a Public Health Survey to identify and address the specific health and well-being needs of the community, guiding future healthcare planning.  
Digital Health Integration: Initiatives like the Hedland Community of Excellence project aimed to enhance healthcare delivery through digital technologies, improving access to services for residents. Telehealth has made some of an impact such as the Hedland Well Women's Centre women's health GP.  

While these measures have begun to address some of the healthcare access issues in Port Hedland, challenges remain, particularly in recruiting and retaining healthcare professionals due to ongoing housing shortages and the remote location. 

Port Hedland, industry, businesses, NFPs are finding solutions but at a cost – time and financial.
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COVID and beyond (2019 - ) 
By 2020, with the mining industry in WA kept open during the pandemic, confidence had returned, and the talk was of expansion not retraction. Business investment and confidence in the resources rich Pilbara region reached levels not seen since the 2012-13 mining boom, spurring many to believe big growth is on the horizon. 

Defying the grim predictions that businesses would close, and people would be out of work because of COVID-19, figures from the WA Department of Mines, Industry Regulation and Safety show almost $19 billion was invested in WA’s resources sector in 2019-20.7 

Now, though, commodities markets have been roiled by geopolitics, notably US President Donald Trump’s tariff wars. The final effect is yet to be known, but there are concerns that lower global growth will cause contractions in Chinese manufacturing which, in turn, will mean less demand for key commodities exported from Australia. 

Even before the recent market turmoil, major miners had forecast a reduction in the value of production, from $89.2 billion in 2023-24 to $64.2 billion in 2027-28, on the back of conservative price forecasts for iron ore and lithium. 8 
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Lessons learned 

For every boom there is a bust – and another boom – and with them winners and losers. With so many of the contributing factors, and the decision they cause outside the control of small business owners and employees, it is difficult to provide recommendations on how to provide a buttress against the bad times. 

In previous “busts” job losses precipitated major population movements and financial stress. Business rents remained stubbornly high despite the economic conditions, and negative equity forced many homeowners and property investors to sell at vastly reduced prices, baking in their losses. 

Real estate experts focus on long-term growth and the ability to ride out cycles. Evidence from past “busts” shows that prices rebound during the next “boom”. 

The good news is that for Port Hedland and the Pilbara more widely, there remains a significant pipeline of emerging and new projects. 

In addition, several huge green energy investments are approaching final investment decisions and could prove as transformative today as the iron ore industry was in the 1960s. 

Last year, the Pilbara Development Commission valued the region’s project pipeline at $258 billion, about $43 billion of which was signed, sealed, and being delivered. 9 

Among the green energy projects is Port Hedland Iron, which would represent a paradigm shift in the Pilbara by keeping some iron ore onshore for processing.10 

About 1,600 people would be needed to build the plant, and 400 to operate stage one. It is seen as a linchpin for other projects, but a final investment decision is yet to be made. 

GOVERNMENT INVESTMENT TO SUPPORT PORT HEDLAND AND THE PILBARA AT TIMES OF DOWNTURN 

Following the end of the mining construction boom in 2017 and the pandemic in 2020, the Western Australian Government initiated several investments to address the economic downturn and associated challenges in Port Hedland and the broader Pilbara region. These efforts aimed to diversify the economy, enhance infrastructure, and improve community services. 

Pilbara Recovery Plan �In 2020, as part of the WA Recovery Plan, the state government unveiled a $211.8 million package for the Pilbara region. This investment targeted multiple sectors, including: 
Construction and Manufacturing: Funding for infrastructure projects to stimulate local employment. 
Tourism and Hospitality: Initiatives to boost tourism and support related businesses. 
Renewable Energy: Investments to promote clean energy projects. 
Education and Training: Upgrades to TAFE infrastructure and schools to enhance educational opportunities. 
Agriculture: Support for agricultural development in the region 
The plan also emphasized strengthening health and community services, including $9.77 million for Aboriginal regional suicide prevention plans and $8.6 million for additional outreach workers across WA.  

Lumsden Point Development �To enhance trade capacity, the state government contributed $96.6 million towards the development of new multi-user facilities and berths at Lumsden Point in the Port of Port Hedland. This project, in partnership with a $565 million investment from the federal government, aims to support the export of battery metals and the import of renewable energy infrastructure.  

Investment Attraction Fund �In 2025, the WA Government allocated $34 million through its Investment Attraction Fund to support innovative mineral processing projects, including: 
$15 million for Pilbara Minerals and Calix's Mid-stream Demonstration Plant project at its Pilgangoora lithium operation. 
$15 million for POSCO's Port Hedland Iron Project. 
$4 million to support International Graphite's downstream processing facility at Collie. 
These investments aim to diversify WA's economy by supporting the energy transition and creating new job opportunities.  



Round Table DISCUSSION – points to get started 

PREPARING FOR ECONOMIC HEADWINDS 

Education, education, education
Reflection – like today’s presentation to learn from past
Research, transparency, knowledge, information sharing
Understand Port Hedland operates in global context
Presentations on new opportunities are not 100% guaranteed until approvals and FID.  
Focus on calculating population growth via operational jobs per project, not construction roles.

 
Options for individuals, families, investors:  
Find a trusted mortgage broker who can assist should you need to refinance or negotiate with the bank on repayments 
Find a trusted financial planner and start those conversations now 
Ensure your my.gov account in up to date with linked accounts to the ATO and Centrelink 
Talk with your local Centrelink officer about relevant support programs such as rental support or the education assistance program 
 
Options for small businesses: 
Engage with the local Chamber to start the preparedness conversations now 
Consider innovative leverage of scale particularly bulk purchasing any items in common ie cafes with milk and eggs 
Review your costings and know your products or services with the best margins - can you focus on these?  
 
Options for local government: 
Consider what shovel ready projects have been waiting for tradespeople and communicate this need now ie maintenance programs on government buildings 
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