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The inquiry into Support Services for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island
Communities was referred to the Committee on 18 November 1987 by the
Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, the Hon Gerry Hand MP. The inquiry was
referred to the Committee by the Minister after the Committee had considered
a range of possible inquiries and decided that the area of support services for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island communities was one that was in need of a
detailed investigation.
The Committee was asked by the Minister to inquire into and report on:
The effectiveness of existing support services within Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Island communities, including adminsitrative and
advisory services.
The inquiry was advertised in national newspapers throughout Australia in
late November 1987. The Committee sought written submissions from
Commonwealth, State and Territory government departments and agencies
involved in the provision of support services to Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander communities. The Committee was particularly interested in receiving
submissions from Aboriginal community organisations and individuals
interested in the area of support services. As a result 41 written submissions
were received from organisations and individuals. A number of these
submissions were from Aboriginal organisations. The submissions were
published in separate volumes and consisted of over 1500 pages of evidence. A
list of organisations and individuals who made submissions is at Appendix 1.
The Committee has examined 67 witnesses to date in relation to their formal
submissions at public hearings which were held in Brisbane, Woorabinda
(QLD), Perth, Kintore (NT) and Canberra.
The names of witnesses and the organisations they represented are listed at
Appendix 2. The transcript of oral evidence taken at public hearings comprises
482 pages. The transcripts of evidence to the inquiry are available for
inspection at the House of Representatives Committee office, the Australian
National Library and the Commonwealth Parliamentary Library. The
Committee also received a number of documents unsuitable for incorporation
in the transcript. These documents were treated as exhibits and a list of these is
at Appendix 3.
As well as receiving formal written submissions and conducting formal public
hearings, the Committee travelled extensively throughout Australia visiting
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island communities. A list of places visited by the
Committee is at Appendix 4. These trips enabled the Committee to come to
grips w ith the wide range of issues and to meet many individuals concerned
with the delivery of support services to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island
communities. The visits and informal discussions were designed to cover the
vii

entire spectrum of the support service delivery process. In this regard, the
Committee met with Aboriginal community representatives, members of
Aboriginal community and Local Government councils, government
department representatives, mainstream Local Government council members
and individuals interested in the Committee's inquiry.
During the course of the inquiry it became evident that the broad nature of the
terms of reference for the support services inquiry allowed a wide variety of
issues to be raised and many have interpreted the 'support services' as relating
to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander needs for services ranging from
essential-type services such as water, electricity, roads, and basic services such
as education, employment, health and housing. The breadth of the inquiry's
terms of reference has not enabled the Committee to sufficiently concentrate on
the diverse issues that have been raised. Therefore, the Committee has adopted
a new approach which will allow it to respond more adequately to its terms of
reference by dealing in detail with the diversity of issues which come under
the terms of reference. The areas on which the Committee will focus its further
inquiries and an outline of the issues to be covered are at the end of the report.
The cooperation and assistance given to the Committee during the course of
the inquiry needs to be mentioned. Thanks must be extended to all witnesses
who gave evidence and other individuals and organisations who made
submissions. The Committee is most grateful to members of Aboriginal
communities and organisations who provided valuable information during
informal discussions and the Queensland, and Western Australian and
Northern Territory Governments for their cooperation with this inquiry. The
Committee looks forward to a similar response to its further inquiries on this
reference.

mix

1 The broad nature of the terms of reference for the support services inquiry
has allowed a wide variety of issues to be raised with the Committee, both in
formal submissions and informal discussions with communities. Many have
interpreted the 'support services' in the terms of reference as relating to
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander needs for services ranging from essentialtype services such as water, electricity and roads and other basic services such
as education, employment, health and housing. The evidence to the inquiry
has revealed the extent of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander needs for many
of the services which other Australians take for granted as part of their normal
living conditions. A summary of evidence to the Committee demonstrates the
depth of concern about basic needs. (See Appendix 5 for a summary of evidence to the inquiry to date.)
2 This situation is naturally a matter of great concern to the Committee and
these needs must be addressed by governments. Recent reports such as the
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission report on Tomelah, and
the Committee's own earlier reports on the homelands movement, education
and health have highlighted these areas of need and governments are very
much aware of them. It is largely a matter of governments now taking action to
meet the basic needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island communities
throughout Australia. The Committee notes the priorities which have been given by the Commonwealth Government in its 1988-89 Budget to funding for
essential services and community infrastructure in the most grossly disadvantaged communities in north-west New South Wales, Central Australia, the
Kimberley region and the Torres Strait.
3 During the inquiry the Committee travelled to the Torres Strait to hold discussions with local communities and organisations. In the course of the visit it
became apparent that the problems and needs of the Torres Strait are substantial and have not been addressed sufficiently by governments. The distinct
cultural and ethnic heritage of Torres Strait Islanders was also impressed on
the Committee.
4 The Committee's inquiry has highlighted concern about the context of service delivery to Aboriginal communities. What the evidence to the Committee
has demonstrated is that satisfying Aboriginal needs is more complicated than
just funding the provision of infrastructural services and facilities and assuming that the needs will be met as a consequence. In fact the context of service
delivery to Aboriginal communities, characterised as it is by a plethora of government and non-government funding and delivery agencies, marked cultural
differences between the deliverers of services and the recipients, and the structures which exist in Aboriginal communities to interact with service agencies,
is anything but uncomplicated. As Bolger, who has done work in the East
Kimberley region, noted in her submission 'the whole area of funding and administration of programs for Aborigines is now immensely complex .... (and)
.... Aborigines .... are required to deal with a bureaucratic maze'.1 It is this

context of service delivery that the Committee wishes to concentrate on in its
inquiry without ignoring the needs of Aboriginal people for services as
expressed to the Committee in visits to communities.
5 The diversity of Aboriginal communities implies that the delivery of
services must match the differing circumstances of the communities. During
the inquiry it has become apparent to the Committee that the diversity of
communities ensures that it is difficult to provide services in a uniform way.
Woorabinda, for example, represents a certain type of Aboriginal community
where a local government council is in control; other communities may have a
community council with a community adviser; or the community may be a
small outstation where services are being delivered through a resource agency.
6 The purpose of this interim report is to outline the general context of service
delivery to Aboriginal communities and highlight the major problems which
have been identified by the Committee. However, the breadth of the inquiry's
terms of reference has not enabled the Committee to sufficiently concentrate on
the diverse issues that have been raised. Therefore, the Committee proposes to
divide its terms of reference into a number of discrete areas about which it will
seek more evidence and upon which it will present discrete reports and
recommendations following further inquiry by the Committee. The Committee
considers that this approach will allow it to repond more adequately to its
terms of reference by dealing in detail with the diversity of issues which come
under the terms of reference.

7 The Committee has pointed to the wide interpretation that has been made of
'support services' in submissions to the inquiry. It has been taken to include
the full range of services which are provided to Aboriginal communities.
However, for the purposes of its inquiry the Committee defines support
services more narrowly. By 'support services' the Committee means the
administrative, management and advisory services which enable Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Island communities to run their own affairs and regulate the
provision of basic services to them.
8 'Effectiveness' is a concept that is difficult to define in the context of support
services in Aboriginal communities because outcomes in this area are hard to
identify. The Department of Community Services and Health noted in its
submission that effectiveness in terms of services to Aboriginal communities
could be judged by the extent to which those services maximise a 'state of
well-being' in Aboriginal communities. Assessment of a 'state of well-being'
would include considerations of health and welfare, individual development,
family life, cultural fulfilment, command over goods and services, the physical
environment, personal safety and the administration of justice, and social
opportunity and participation in social life.2 It was also noted that

'effectiveness' was also concerned with minimising the resources redistribution
effects on the rest of the Australian community of providing services to
Aboriginal communities.
9 The Department of Aboriginal Affairs judges the efficiency and effectiveness
of its programs by the following broad criteria:
• that Commonwealth policies and programs improve the
circumstances and general well-being of Aboriginals;
• that the programs financed have objectives and achieve outcomes
consistent with Government policy, reflect the priorities of
Aboriginal people and represent an effective use of Government
funds; and
• that the processes of policy formulation increase the capacity of
Aboriginals to control their own affairs.3
10 These statements point to the major means which the Committee considers
are essential for assessing effectiveness of Aboriginal support services.
Effectiveness must include:
• improving the circumstances and general well-being of
Aboriginal communities;
• increasing the capacity of Aboriginal people to control their own
affairs and the provision of services to them that meet their needs;
and
• utilising government funding without duplication of effort and
with appropriate accountability both of Aboriginal organisations
and government funding agencies.
The Committee is mindful of this definition of effectiveness in its discussion of
the process for delivery of services to Aboriginal communities.

11 As noted above, the context of support service delivery to Aboriginal communities is much more complicated than just government and other agencies
delivering services and Aboriginal people and communities receiving them as
passive consumers. There can at times be a simplistic assumption that such a
direct delivery of sercices would overcome many of the problems which exist
in service delivery. Certainly a simplification of the process and a reduction in
the number of agencies involved will address some of the problems which exist in the provision of support services and this will recieve attention in future

Committee inquiries. However, the problems which the Committee has identified, and will outline below, indicate that there are major problems other than
the plethora of agencies and organisations involved in the process. An explanation of how the context of service delivery has developed demonstrates the
important purpose served by many of the mediatory agencies which have been
established. It also reveals many of the problems that have arisen which inhibit
the effective supply of support services to communities.
12 The provision of support services to Aboriginal communities has changed
significantly in the last 20 years due to a number of political, policy and economic factors. Without wishing to document the history of Aboriginal affairs
policy making over the last 20 years, the Committee highlights the important
influences which have given rise to the context of service provision for
Aboriginal communities as it is today. In doing so the Committee points to the
complexity that has developed in service delivery and the problems that have
arisen.

13 One of the most crucial developments in the provision of support services
was the entry of the Commonwealth Government into the field of Aboriginal
affairs following the successful 1967 referendum. Previously the
Commonwealth Government had had only a minor role in Aboriginal affairs in
the States, although it had a more significant role in the Northern Territory for
which it had responsibility. The effect over the past 20 years of the successful
passage of the referendum has been an increasing involvement by the
Commonwealth Government in funding a range of support services in
Aboriginal communities. The Commonwealth has tended to become involved
not only because of the constitutional amendment giving it responsibility in
Aboriginal affairs, but also in lieu of State and local governments providing to
Aboriginal communities sufficient resources to meet their needs.
14 However, the increasing Commonwealth involvement has taken place
without an adequate definition of the respective roles of Commonwealth and
State Governments for the provision of services. As a result the number of
agencies providing services to communities has increased without there being
an adequate co-ordination and co-operation between them. The problem of
lack of coordination and cooperation extends beyond conflict between agencies
at differing levels of government to conflicts between agencies at the same level. It further extends to an inability or lack of desire on the part of agencies to
co-ordinate and co-operate with the Aboriginal communities and organisations
they are supposed to be assisiting. Bolger noted in relation to the Kimberley
region:
Not only is there ignorance and lack of cooperation, but outright
hostility is also apparent between some agencies. This is particularly
true between Commonwealth and State agencies and between
government and Aboriginal organisations. In most cases the

hostility seems to be due to complete lack of appreciation of the
other's role, coupled with a lack of willingness to try to reach an
understanding of another agency's work or the problems they may
face.4
15 The Woorabinda Aboriginal Council also noted it was imperative for all
government agencies to liaise and cooperate with the Council and with each
other. It stated that the level of coordination and cooperation required had not
taken place in the past.5
16 Some of the problems created by a lack of co-ordination are referred to in a
submission from the Commonwealth Department of Community Services and
• the existence of many players in the process including lobby
groups and other political influences may mean that Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Island needs are not accorded an appropriate
funding priority in terms of amount and targetting of funds;
• it could be easy for the States to blame the Commonwealth, and
for the Commonwalth to blame the States, if it is perceived that
inadequate funds are being provided for support services for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island communities;
• in the past the Commonwealth, with a national responsibility for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island affairs, has not been uniformly
highly successful in influencing States on spending on Aborigines
and Torres Strait Islanders in the areas of health, education,
housing and infrastructure; and
• funding of support services for Aborigines and Torres Strait
Islanders through the States, while inescapable and in some cases
preferable, can introduce some inefficiencies into the funding
process, because funds are simply being passed from one body to
another.6
17 Now that a third tier of government, local government, which has traditionally been seen to have the role of providing essential-type services to the
general community, is becoming involved the picture becomes even more
complicated.

18 The involvement of a range of agencies from differing levels of government
has not just created a lack of co-ordination in relation to funding of support
services. There have also been conflicts in policies and practices that have added complexity to the process of service delivery. This conflict in policies in
relation to the Toomelah community in New South Wales was discussed in a
recent Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission report. That report
noted the disadvantages that had flowed to the Toomelah community as a result of the policy conflicts.7 The Committee discusses the impact of differing
policies on the practice of service delivery to Aboriginal communities.

19 The increasing involvement of the Commonwealth Government in funding
services to Aboriginal communities has led it to have increasing influence over
policy generally in Aboriginal affairs. Following the 1967 Referendum, policies
at the Commonwealth level began to move from the then well established ones
of assimilation to ones which gave increasing recognition to the right of
Aboriginal people to retain their own values and lifestyles and determine their
own future within the Australian community.
20 This change in policy direction became incorporated in a policy of selfdetermination. The approach of self-determination, as enunciated by the
Whitlam Government, recognised the authenticity of Aboriginal culture as a
distinctive part of Australian society. It also envisaged Aboriginal people 'deciding the pace and nature of their future development within the legal, social
and economic restraints of Australian society'.8 Further, self-determination was
concerned with achieving greater equality and equality of opportunity for
Aboriginal people.
21 The self-determination approach as first enunciated thus embodied the following elements:
1) the ability of Aborigines and Aboriginal communities to make the
decisions which affect their lives; and
2) the retention by Aboriginal people of their distinctive cultural
identity, lifestyle and values;
3) the achievement by Aborigines of greater social and economic
quality vis-a-vis the majority of the Australian community.
22 These three elements continue to be enunciated as central to what selfdetermination as a policy is about. In its submission to the inquiry, the
Department of Aboriginal Affairs stated that self-determination was 'based on
the recognition of the equal right of Aboriginal people along with other

Australians to determine their own future within the Australian community'
and to retain their identity and lifestyle as a distinct cultural group.9 The
Department stated that self-determination was also about improving 'the social
and economic circumstances of Aborigines by encouraging them to take charge
of their own affairs.10
23 Even within these elements of the policy of self-determination the
Department of Aboriginal Affairs noted potential conflict in policy objectives.
It stated that there could be an incompatability between economic and social
advancement, as measured in European terms, and the retention of Aboriginal
lifestyle and values:
'Progress' and 'advancement' within the broader Australian society
may require Aborigines taking on, to some extent, non-Aboriginal
values and notions of economic and administrative rationality. The
pursuit of a traditional lifestyle and the achievement of this
advancement are not necessarily always compatible objectives.11
This problem is fundamental as it reflects the questions raised by the cultural
interface between European and Aboriginal societies. It is a problem to which
the Committee will give attention in its future inquiries.
24 The Fraser Government introduced two new concepts - self-management
and self-sufficiency. While these concepts were often used as a substitute for
self-determination, they also represented a change in emphasis from the selfdetermination approach. The then Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, the Hon Ian
Viner, MP, stated that:
The policy of self-management requires that Aboriginals, as
individuals and communities, be in a position to make the same
kinds of decisions about their future as other Australians
customarily make, and to accept responsibility for the results
flowing from those decisions.12
25 Self-management, as the term implies, focuses on Aboriginal people
managing Aboriginal communities rather than on their controlling
decision-making processes as is implied by the concept of self-determination.
Consequently it introduces notions of the efficient and effective administration
of resources by Aboriginal organisations and communities in running their
own affairs. It also means Aboriginal communities being responsible for the
consequences, either successful or not, of the decisions they make.
26 Self-sufficiency was enunciated as the means by which Aboriginal
communities could break out of the state of dependency in which they were
said to be living. It was essentially about Aboriginal communities generating
themselves the resources which they required in their communities. As
Sanders has expressed it:

If self-management was the opportunity for Aborigines to make
decisions about their own lives to the same extent as other
Australians, self-sufficiency was to refer to giving them the
economic means to do so.13
The concept of self-sufficiency is concerned with reducing Aboriginal dependence on government as a source of funding hence providing Aboriginal
people with the resources to increase their independence and autonomy.
27 Self-management and self-sufficiency thus introduced additional policy
elements to those already part of the self-determination approach:
1) the ability of Aborigines and Aboriginal communities to
efficiently and effectively manage their communities; and
2) the ability of Aborigines and Aboriginal communities to generate
more of their own resources, and hence reduce their dependency
on public funding for the provision of resources.
28 Thus even at the Commonwealth level the policy approach has become a
complex one with a mixture of elements, some of which are potentially conflicting, and others which produce different emphases. In particular the shift
from self-determination to self-management and self-sufficiency represented
an increased emphasis on Aboriginal people being responsible as managers for
the affairs of their communities as well as being able to determine their communities' future directions. It meant Aboriginal people being more efficient in
the way they ran their communities and organisations and more accountable to
governments for the funding provided. Self-sufficiency has come to centre on
Aboriginal people becoming less dependent on welfare by being able to generate more of their own resources.
29 This complex and somewhat disparate policy approach of the
Commonwealth Government has been implemented within the service delivery process by means of a number of mechanisms and structures. The
Committee discusses some of the major methods of implementation of the
policies.
30 The Department of Aboriginal Affairs described consultation as one of the
essential elements of the implementation of self-determination. It establishes
links between government and Aboriginal people and brings Aboriginal aspirations and articulation of needs into the process of development, design and
delivery of programs and services.14 As the Department noted: 'Only effective
consultation will ensure that Aborigines, themselves, will have an increasing
input into policy formation'.15 The Department outlined its methods of consultation although it provided no conclusion on how successful consultation had
been.

31 Aboriginal communities the Committee visited agreed that effective consultation was essential to self-determination. Kintore Community described
consultation as the first and most important point of contact with government
agencies as it was the means by which the community obtained support and
funding for its needs. However, there was a general view among communities
that consultation had not been an effective mechanism for them to convey their
views. In part this was a result of misunderstandings arising from poor communication between government agencies and Aboriginal communities.
Correspondence with communities was often written in complex language,
visits to communities for consultation were often too brief or did not embrace
the whole community and officers engaged in consultation did not possess the
knowledge or skills to communicate effectively. It was also the case that on important issues consultation at times did not take place at all or communities
were presented with a decision and consultation consisted of their giving confirmation of this decision. Even the Department of Aboriginal Affairs admitted
that it went into the consultation process with 'preferred outcomes'.16 Given
the importance of consultation to self-determination the Committee considers
that the problems it has identified above need to be addressed.
32 Apart from consultation, the Commonwealth Government has also funded
structures which have been designed to give Aboriginal people greater involvement in, and control over, the design and delivery of services. These
structures have essentially operated as mediatory organisations between government service agencies and Aboriginal clients, articulating Aboriginal needs
and delivering services in ways which address the different cultural requirements of Aboriginal people.
33 At the community level, community and local government councils and
other community-based organisations have been established to liaise with government agencies about community needs as well as to deliver services,
especially essential-type services provided to the general community by local
government. On a regional level, resource agencies controlled by Aboriginal
councils have been established to provide services such as social security liaison and other welfare services, legal, accounting and other advisory services.
At a wider level, specialist service agencies such as the Aboriginal Legal
Services and Aboriginal Medical Services have been set up to provide services
in particular areas of Aboriginal need and which are designed to cater to the
special demands of Aboriginal people based on cultural difference. These organisations have been an important part of the self-determination/selfmanagement approach in that they have brought Aboriginal people into the
decision-making, management and service delivery processes which affect
their communities. However, they have had problems which have decreased
the effectiveness of service delivery.
34 A major problem for Aboriginal community-based organisations is their
lack of adequate resources. The inadequacy of resources refers to more than
just an insufficient quantity, it also refers to the quality of the resources, particularly human resources, available to organisations. Almost invariably
community organisations the Committee spoke to indicated that they were un-

derstaffed to meet their range of responsibilities, a number of which were often
imposed on them by government agencies who wished to make use of intermediary organisations to provide services. Insufficient staffing is primarily a
question of funding. However, just as important as problems identified by the
Committee are the inadequate skills, knowledge and professionalism possessed by many staff, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, who work for
Aboriginal organisations.
35 The Committee considers that many of the training programs available
in Aboriginal community and organisational management and administration are totally inadequate or irrelevant Attention also needs to be paid to the
process of recruitment of staff for Aboriginal organisations and a clearer definition of the roles and responsibilities of staff. The focus of changes to processes
of recruitment and the provision of training programs should be on increasing
the employment of Aboriginal people as skilled managers and adminstrators
within Aboriginal community organisations.
36 Other problems relate to the mediatory and multi-functional roles of these
organisations. Operating as they do at the intersection of Aboriginal and nonAboriginal societies, they can lack authority in both Aboriginal and nonAboriginal structures. This problem has been referred to by Sullivan in discussing Aboriginal community organisations in the East Kimberley:
On the one hand Aboriginal representative organisations are
without effective status in European administrative institutions.
They are not linked to any heirarchy of power either in the ability to
make decisions or to control resources. Nor do they directly reflect
indigenous systems of authority or organisation.17
37 The Woorabinda Aboriginal Council highlighted the lack of authority possessed by Aboriginal community councils within non-Aboriginal structures
when it stated that decisions had been made by distant public servants which
had a vital effect on the lives and operation of the community without any consultation with the Council.18 Many organisations have been given enormous
responsibility for making things work in Aboriginal communities, but they
have not also been given the authority to control their communities by being
able to make the important decisions and carry them through. On the other
hand the Department of Aboriginal Affairs pointed to problems in the application of the concept of representative government to Aboriginal communities so
that community-based organisations could in a simple sense be seen as 'representing' the community.19
38 Problems are created by the multi-functional roles of Aboriginal
community organisations, roles which can be in conflict. At various times
community organisations are meant to be:
1) advocates by representing Aboriginal views and articulating
Aboriginal needs;

20

2) centres for liaison between government and other agencies and
Aborigines; and
3) decision-making
communities.20

bodies

and

managers

of

Aboriginal

39 The first two create a tension within organisations about whether they exist
to be Aboriginal organisations or to serve the purposes of bureaucratic
administration of Aboriginal programs. In relation to the third point there can
also be a conflict between on the one hand the decision-making responsibilities
of organisations and on the other their management and administrative
functions. There is a need to delineate the functions of organisations to prevent
possible conflict between their roles. This is an important area that the
Committee will address in its future inquiries.
40 The final approach which the Committee wishes to highlight is the result of
the Aboriginal Employment Development Policy (AEDP). As described to the
Committee, AEDP:
...represents a fundamental shift .... away from the welfare
dependency approach of the past towards measures to enhance
economic independence ....21
41 Thus the approach addresses itself to that element of the self-determination
policy concerned with the creation of greater equity between Aboriginal
people and the broader community.22 It also recognises the reality that without
greater economic independence, greater control for Aboriginal communities
over their own affairs may be difficult to achieve. However, the approach is to
be implemented in a way which ensures that 'the move towards employment
equity and economic independence is consistent with Aboriginal social and
cultural values'. 23 The achievement of these two objectives may prove more
difficult to reconcile than is recognised in the policy statement because the
Department of Aboriginal Affairs stated that:
The overthrow of dependence on government funding is unlikely to
occur unless Aboriginal culture and Western values can achieve an
accommodation.24
42 At the community level in relation to the provision of support services the
Department of Employment, Education and Training saw the AEDP approach
as meaning that:
...an increasing number of government services provided within
Aboriginal communities under essentially welfare-orientated
programs must become part of the community management
structure.... the focus of policy-making should become the strategies
and program measures required to enhance community
self-management and economic development rather than the
institutionalising of external "support services" such as community
advisers and other non-Aboriginal "resource" people.25

n

43 The AEDP approach thus brings together many of the elements of the selfdetermination/self-management policies. The approach is still in its early stages of implementation and outcomes are difficult to judge at this stage. In
particular, whether the disparate elements of the self-determination/ selfmanagement policies can be successfully reconciled remains to be seen.
However, the Committee will give close attention to the approach in inquiries
that are undertaken on the areas identified at the end of the report.

44 Much of the orientation of service delivery to Aboriginal communities that
involves the use of intermediary Aboriginal organisations has been a result of
successive Commonwealth Government policies of self-determination/ selfmanagement. A further complication to the process of service delivery to
Aboriginal communities has been not only the involvement of agencies and
other levels of government in the process, but a differing policy orientation to
Aboriginal affairs. The Northern Territory Government referred to this
problem:
The change in administration arrangements of two levels of
government, one of which approached the issue of a particular racial
client group on a national basis, and the other which approaches
service to Territorians on a needs basis, is inherently complex.26
45 The Northern Territory described its own approach to providing services
to Aboriginal communities as being one of 'mains treaming'. Under this approach services are provided to Aboriginal communities, as they are to all
Territorians, by functional departments 'in an equal fashion but having regard
to special needs of groups and communities'.27 The Queensland Government
also indicated that Aboriginal communities should 'use, and be a part of, the
services and the life in the area which surrounds them, rather than tend to be
confined within the perimeters of their own territory...'.28
46 Both the Queensland and Northern Territory Governments have introduced Aboriginal local government as the means by which Aboriginal
communities link into the process of service delivery to their communities. As
described by the Queensland Government:
Aboriginal townships are encouraged to develop sound municipal
government and accountability systems to ensure that trust areas
receive efficient service delivery.
The Northern Territory Government states that it has:
Assisted those communities who have sought to achieve and sustain
local government representation status, as a part of the broader
Territory and Australian communities but commensurate with the
special cultural and other needs of Aboriginal Territorians.30
12

47 The Western Australian Government saw self-determination/selfmanagement for Aboriginal communities as comprising two elements:
i) community management - this is management of the
community's day to day activities and assets. These include
housing stock, office administration, power supply, internal
roads, ablution facilities, store, rubbish collection and so on;
ii) commercial enterprise - this is generally external, dealing with the
outside market. Examples would be an emu farm, cattle station,
road house or artefact business.31
48 These two elements were seen as being discrete with the first, considered to
be the responsibility of all Western Australian Aboriginal communities, while
the second was optional depending on community interest. Consequently, the
Western Australian Government concentrated much of the attention of its submission on measures to develop better community management. These
measures included acceptance of responsibility by the community for managing its own affairs, the supply of adequate monetary and staff resources to
communities, the equipping of communities with the management skills necessary to run their communities and the establishment of appropriate
community structures to ensure that community councils better represent their
communities and have more efficient management capacity.

49 Mainstream local government approaches to the provision of service
delivery to Aboriginal communities differ. The general policy approach
expressed by councils the Committee had discussions with was that all shire
residents, whether Aboriginal or not, are treated on an equal basis in terms of
the provision of council services. However, evidence to the Committee
indicates that the practice of councils belies their apparent policy approach. A
number of councils themselves informed the Committee that Aboriginal
people, who were shire residents and for whom the councils received
government per capita grants, were not provided with services because they
were considered to live on 'private' land. The effect of this practice, as put to
the Committee by Dr Rumley who has researched Aboriginals and mainstream
local government in Western Australia, is that in terms of local government
'there is a difference between non-Aboriginal and Aboriginal resource
allocation on the basis of needs, even close to the centres of small towns'.32 This
was confirmed by the Western Australian Government which noted that little
assistance' is given by mainstream local government to Aboriginal
communities. It was noted that many shires argue that 'as Aboriginal
communities do not pay rates, they should not receive services'.33
50 The lack of assistance provided to Aboriginal communities by local government is not confined to Western Australia as the recent report on Toomelah by the
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission makes clear. It stated that:
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Although local government usually provides many of the essential
services throughout Australia ....,.... local government provides few,
if any, services to Aboriginal communities.4
This is despite the receipt by many local government councils of general purpose funding, the level of which takes into account the Aboriginal population
and its needs. The Moree Plains Shire Council indicated to the Commission
that it did not provide services to Toomelah because it was considered a 'private settlement. Toomelah residents were leveied a general rate but they did
not pay water and sewerage rates as they did not receive water and sewerage
services from the Council.35
51 A related problem is that there are cases of Aboriginal resource organisations and communities being funded by government agencies to provide the
essential-type services normally provided by local government to Aboriginal
people within the boundaries of mainstream local government shires and
councils. However these organisations do not have the status of local government councils, nor do they receive the general purpose funding available to
local government authorites. This anomolous position should be resolved.
52 Other problems identified to the Committee about the role of mainstream
local government include the lack of involvement of Aboriginal people as
councillors, the failure of some councils to liaise and consult with Aboriginal
people and the low levels of employment of Aboriginal people by many councils. The area of service delivery to Aboriginal communities by mainstream
local government is one the Committee will pursue by means of detailed
inquiry.

53 Finally the Committee turns to the place of Aboriginal people in the service
delivery process. The Committee has not left discussion of the position of
Aboriginal people till last because they should be seen to be at the end of the
process. In fact in the Committee's view Aboriginal needs and participation
should be primary, and the driving factor behind service delivery. However,
the service delivery process as has been described above tends to treat
Aboriginal people as the passive recipients of services devised elsewhere by
agencies, and under policies, which are not determined by Aboriginal people.
54 It may be the case that the complex context of service delivery to
Aboriginal communities which has been described above does provide some
room for political leverage for Aboriginal people. There is the opportunity to
play off one agency and level of government against another by seeking to exploit their conflicts in policy and practice. In this sense Aboriginal people
participate in the process of service delivery as active players and not merely
as passive recipients or victims.36
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55 It was put to the Committee by Aboriginal communities that they wanted
to run their communities effectively and provide the services that met community needs but were stymied by government agencies which did not give them
the control and resources necessary to do so. The primary concerns of communities were:
• confusion about the appropriate agency to approach in relation to
particular services;
• the failure of any level of government or particular agencies to
accept responsibility for providing adequate funding and support
to meet even the most basic needs of many communities.
'Buck-passing' is a very evident phenomenon! among agencies;
• inadequate or no consultation with communities about important
decisions affecting their lives and the control they have over their
affairs;
• a lack of authority possessed by community organisations to give
them effective community control; and
• inadequate funding and resources to give community
organisations the capacity to effectively control and manage their
affairs.

56 The picture the Committee has painted above of the way in which support
services are provided to Aboriginal communities demonstrates the complexity
that has developed in the process. In part this complexity is a consequence of
the complicated and diverse nature of modern society and government where
there is a requirement for checks and balances in any system and a need for accountability for public funding.
57 In part it is the result of an evolving Federal system in the area of
Aboriginal affairs that has yet to work out markers for the division of responsibilities between differing levels of governments. In part it is also, that a more
sophisticated response is required in endeavouring to meet the quite distinct
needs of Aboriginal people based on their historical experiences and different
cultural values and lifestyles.
58 The problems the Committee has identified in the process of support
service delivery to Aboriginal communities can be summarised as follows:
• a lack of co-ordination and co-operation between those
government, semi-government and other agencies involved in
providing support services to Aboriginal communities. This lack
of coordination and cooperation extends beyond problems
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created by the existence of too many agencies involved in funding
and delivering services to the conflict of policies which exist
within and between different levels of government. When
practices are added the picture becomes even more complicated
and conflictuai;
• a lack of, or inadequate, consultation of Aboriginal communities
by service agencies about Aboriginal needs and the design and
delivery of programs to meet those needs. As a result, many
programs currently provided to Aboriginal communities are best
described as imposed. Poor communication resulting from
cultural differences between Aboriginal people and service
agencies and inadequate training of field staff of service
agencies is in many cases an important factor. This emphasises
the need for mediatory Aboriginal organisations. However, other
factors include a lack of agency staff to consult with communities
but also an unwillingness at times to accept an Aboriginal
viewpoint;
• the multiplicity of requirements which Aboriginal communities
have to meet in accounting for funds from the plethora of
agencies which provide services to them;
e

inadequate resources which Aboriginal community and resource
organisations assert they have to enable them to effectively
provide support services to communities;

• the lack of authority which Aboriginal community and local
government councils and Aboriginal resource organisations have
to make decisions which vitally affect Aboriginal communities.
The fact that much of the funding that is required by Aboriginal
community organisations is tied funding can often leave little
room for genuine decision-making by Aboriginal organisations. A
related concern is the inadequate information and advice that is
often available to Aboriginal communities to make informed
decisions;
• the capacity of Aboriginal community organisations to effectively
manage programs, services and communities. A primary concern
here is the lack of management and administrative skills
possessed by Aboriginal people employed in decision-making
and management positions in community and resource
organisations. A consequence of this can be a dependence on
outside (often non-Aboriginal and inadequately trained)
professionals and advisers to enable management and
administrative tasks to be performed.
59 Certainly a simplification of the process of service delivery and a reduction
in the number of players involved will at least in part address the problems
that have arisen. However, the summary of the problems outlined above
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