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Toni Matulick 
Committee Secretary 
Senate Select Committee on Regional and Remote Aboriginal Communities 
PO Box 6100 
Parliament House 
CANBERRA   ACT   2600 
Australia 
 
 
Dear Ms Matulick 
 
SUBMISSION TO THE SENATE SELECT COMMITTEE ON REGIONAL 
AND REMOTE ABORIGINAL COMMUNITIES 
 
Further to recent communication between yourself and Mr Graham Ellis-
Smith of this office, attached is the Commissions submission to the Senate 
Select Committee on Regional and Remote Aboriginal Communities. 
 
The Commission considers resolution of the significant socio-economic 
issues faced by Aboriginal people in our Region as highly important, and 
appreciates the opportunity to make these issues known to the Committee.  
This submission is purposely brief to facilitate the process; however, please 
be aware they are important for the more than 3,800 Aboriginal people in 
our Region. 
 
Also, in accordance with your discussion with Mr Ellis-Smith, we look 
forward to receiving information on the three Western Australian Senators 
on the Committee and the opportunity to meet with them on these issues. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
 
DAVID SINGE 
Acting Chief Executive Officer 
 
25 June 2009 

                                                                                                                                                     



 
SENATE SELECT COMMITTEE ON REGIONAL & REMOTE 

INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES JUNE 2009 
 

Introduction 
Wheatbelt Development Commissions’(WDC) primary focus with Wheatbelt Regional 
Aboriginal people is in culturally appropriate economic development, recognizing its links to 
mental, social and physical wellbeing and its’ potential in creating a happy and sustainable 
lifestyle.  This is reflected strongly in the Commission’s indigenous economic development 
strategy, “Karl-Ung-Kep: Fire with Water; Indigenous Wealth Ways in the Wheatbelt Region 
of Western Australia”.  A summary is attached in Appendix 1.  Central to the strategy is the 
need to address multiple aspects affecting a person or community’s capacity to participate in 
mainstream economics. In the Wheatbelt Region, similar to groups nationwide, this 
interrelationship is practically expressed through the land.  
 
WDC recognizes this interrelationship as important and has gradually increased efforts and 
attention over the past four years in developing land-based-activity projects with direct and 
indirect employment outcomes.  Projects at Cataby, Moora, Northam/York and Wagin 
generally incorporate indigenous desires with mainstream economics through industries in 
tree farming, natural resource management, nature conservation and heritage management. 
 
Most projects are new and require high facilitator attention, management and resources to 
bring to fruition.  This has been provided in the past but WDC’s work in this area is currently 
suspended due to lack of Government funding.   On receipt of funds, WDC will increase its 
role. Otherwise, without funding, the Commission is reluctant to encourage project 
proponents to greater development efforts if WDC is unable to continue assisting.   
 
Inhibiting Factors in the Current Federal and State Government Approaches. 
1. Population dispersal and demographics of the Wheatbelt Region mean lack of critical 
mass in most places.  There are approximately 3,800 Aboriginal people spread across 
approximately 150,000 square kilometres; number from 7 to 700 in different communities.   
 
2. Loss of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission also meant funding for 
Aboriginal organisations virtually ceased overnight, causing folding of local representative 
groups and loss of any capacity to operate their organisations and in turn generate 
opportunities.  Many small town-based organisations and the Wheatbelt Aboriginal 
Corporation, an ‘umbrella’ service organisation also ceased operation in this time. 
  
3. Needs and issues are similar to mainstream remote and urban populations, often just less 
obvious to general observation.  Our current Mapping and Gap Analysis on indigenous 
service delivery is incomplete but already identifies need for greater regional focus and 
flexibility in service delivery. Regional decision making in service delivery is imperative if 
regionally specific solutions are to be developed and actually work.  
 
4. Current service delivery models used by State and Federal Government required to deal 
with issues and economic development are not working. 
  For example, previous encounters such as:  

- Northam meeting in May 2005- complete mismatch between community members 
economic development needs and what Indigenous Coordination Centre(ICC) had 
to offer. No other alternatives. 

- Billinue Community attempts to access service over 4.5 years completely 
frustrated and almost impossible to achieve.  



- Strong, competent indigenous applicant in Great Southern, 2 year ‘run-a-round’ by 
ICC for nothing. 

 
5. Services are designed centrally; on a “one size fits all” premise. This does not allow for 
regional difference. Federal service funding and delivery models are often designed in 
Canberra and may not even suit Western Australia, let alone individual regions.  
 
This critical point has been made recently by at least three political/community leaders in 
Western Australia. It was clearly expressed by Lt Gen John Sanderson, then Special Advisor 
to the Premier on Indigenous Issues in 2007 in his Order of Australia Annual Oration titled “A 
Return To Government By The People” when speaking of the loss of regional presence and 
governance;  

 “One thing I do understand however is that nowhere else in the world is such 
an absurdity compounded everyday as in Australia where we attempt to 
govern this vast and complex country from ministerial offices and 
bureaucracies in places like Canberra or Perth”(p5)  

and,  

“Such centralisation must be doomed to failure. Our founding fathers knew 
this and attempted to balance our constitutional laws so that the people and 
the regions in which they lived would remain actively engaged in the 
processes of determining their destinies”(p5).  

As you probably know, General Sanderson is now Chairman of the Indigenous 
Implementation Board for the Western Australian Government.   
 
Mr Ben Wyatt, MLA for Victoria Park also expressed this in 2007 through his Discussion 
Paper title “Regional Development: The tale of Two Economies,” where he says 

. 
“A regional governance structure, financially empowered and appropriately 
legislated, is the only way by which public policy can effectively be 
delivered” p1 
 

The Hon Fred Chaney, on retiring as Deputy Chair of the Native Title Tribunal, in April 2007 
also stated this in his interview with Kerry O’Brien on the ABC; where he said 
 

“And one of the things I think we should have learned by now is that you can't 
solve these things by centralised bureaucrat direction. You can only educate 
children in a school at the place where they live. You can only give people 
jobs or get people into employment person by person. And I think my own 
view now is that the lesson we've learned is that you need local, locally based 
action, local resourcing, local control to really make changes.”(transcript 
available on request) 
 

Therefore, based on ‘One Size Fits All’, there is complete lack of understanding of population 
demographics and capacity limits. Government processes also ask indigenous people to 
come up with ideas when they don’t know potential options. This is handballing responsibility 
in the guise of self determination. 
 
6. Indigenous Business Australia(IBA) services are inadequate and dangerously under 
funded per tasks. For example, based on a competitive tender process, their consultants are 



obliged to quote low prices (therefore less time) to win the contract.  Therefore, Aboriginal 
people get the person who is going to give them the least amount of time and input.  This 
does not promote strong relationships between community/business aspirant and the 
consultant; and enable the consultant to fully assess capacity to create and operate the 
business.   There are also serious issues about consultants’ capacity to deliver products that 
are useful for the community, beyond satisfying the needs of bureaucracies or financial 
institutions.   This is easily verified by comparing the number of Feasibility Studies or 
Business Plans prepared, by IBA, with the number of successful Aboriginal businesses 
operating with those documents.  
 
7. Shared Responsibility Agreements and Regional Partnership Agreements are the 
primary(and often only) tool on offer from Commonwealth and aren’t generally possible due 
to demographics and lack of capacity. 
 
8. There are significant gaps in indigenous economic development service delivery by both 
State and Federal Governments. 

- WDC is the only State agency focussed on indigenous economic development in the 
Region, but is no longer funded to deliver these services.  

- The Western Australian Governments’ Aboriginal Economic Development unit in the  
Department of Commerce was providing some minor assistance, but was closed on the 30th 
of June by Government.  It is unclear what alternative arrangements will be made for delivery 
of their services state-wide.   

- The Department of Indigenous Affairs(DIA) was also given responsibility for 
indigenous economic development in 2007; however it is still unclear as to how and when 
this will be undertaken in the Wheatbelt Region. 
 - Other than funding CDEP centres, Commonwealth Government agencies such as 
DEEWR and other ICC agencies have done very little in the Region since 2004.  IBA is 
currently assessing how they may be able to assist, but there are significant issues with 
those services as mentioned previously. 
 
10. It is not that there is not enough funding allocated to Indigenous activity, just that the 
funding is not flexible and there is no ability of local people to design projects that they really 
need and to fit into the funding. That is, we are not sure more money is needed, just that a 
different process of administering and using the funding is needed.  Again this is supported 
by the statements of the three leaders mentioned above.  
 
 
WDC Approach  
WDC suggests both short and long term solutions to advance the socio-economic wellbeing 
of regional indigenous people. 
 
Short term need is for Government to direct project based funding through the Commission, 
during the next three financial years to provide stability and continuity to the service.  Using 
the experience, facilitation services and capacity building offered by the Commission and 
directing Project Specific funding through key focal groups has the following benefits: 
 
1. Land-based activities currently identified, initiated and partly developed as key 

avenue for employment and economic development. Increased funding will continue 
development.  

 
2. Recognises, describes and utilises a multi-faceted approach. ie Orchid Model 
 
3. Cultural and organic in structure and implementation. 



 
4. Deals with each group/community on its own ‘ground’. (One size doesn’t fit all) 
 
5. Builds ‘internal and external capacity’. 
 
6. Identifies, develops and works with potential leaders. 
 
7. Is Project based and Outcome focussed. 
 
8. Strongly supported by regional indigenous people. 
 
9. It works; is producing results now. 
 
Through working closely with Regional Aboriginal people,  WDC has identified the need to 
build or create useful and appropriate ‘pathways’ and linkages to work,  The clearest 
example of this is in the creation of  work gang/employment services(Wagin, York) that are 
provided by a parent company acting as a contractor in land-based-activities. This requires 
strong support in training and facilitation to achieve ‘job readiness’ in the field workers. Once 
the work gangs are formed they earn enough to be self supporting.  
 
There are also significant capacity issues requiring funding resources at the company level 
to facilitate the long term viability of the employment structures.  As previously mentioned 
WDC has provided this service in the past but is no longer.  The 3 year funding proposal 
suggested here would enable WDC to continue and expand this work in preparation for 
hand-over to DIA. 
 
The long term solution is for the State Government Department of Indigenous Affairs to 
clarify its role in indigenous economic development and develop a regional presence. If this 
is not going to happen, then the above solution needs to be adequately resourced.   
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