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Fearful
of the Future Under Stronger Futures

Manuela Seiberth
Project Officer, Policy and Research 
Law Society Northern Territory

A REPORT ON THE STRONGER FUTURES PUBLIC HEARINGS HELD IN DARWIN ON 23 
AND 24 FEBRUARY 2012

H
aving a background in 
human rights law and an 
interest in Indigenous 
affairs, i was thrilled when the 

submission on the Stronger 
Futures in the Northern Territory 
Bill 2011 and two related bills 
came up as my first project as the 
new policy and research officer at 
the Law Society Northern Territory.

After submitting our comments 
to the Senate Community Affairs 
Legislation Committee, I was 
counting the days until the 
Committee came all the way from 
Canberra to visit the Northern 
Territory in late February in order 
to hold public hearings on the bills.

The Committee
It was a busy week for the five 
members of the Committee. But 
Labor Senator Claire Moore from 
Queensland, Greens Senator for 
West Australia, Rachel Siewert, 
Liberal Queensland Senator Sue 
Boyce and the two Senators from 
the Northern Territory: The Hon 
Nigel Scullion (Country Liberals) 
and Senator Trish Crossin (ALP) 
didn’t seem exhausted at all

when they started the two day 
hearings in Darwin after they had 
been collecting evidence in Ntaria 
Hermannsburg, Alice Springs and 
Maningrida the days before.

The Senators showed a genuine 
understanding and interest in 
the unique issues we have in 
the Territory. First and foremost 
our local Senators Scullion and 
Crossin asked delicate and 
investigative questions, and 
sometimes their discussions with 
some presenters drifted towards a 
semi-philosophical debate such as 
“is a genuine partnership between 
Government and community 
possible?”

The witnesses
The list of formal witnesses who 
were invited by the Committee 
to contribute their views on the 
specific initiatives proposed in 
the legislation was diverse and 
the spectrum of stakeholders was 
well represented. The Committee 
interviewed representatives
of the Church, the Northern 
Land Council, the Northern 
Territory Government, the Anti

Discrimination Commissioner, 
the Northern Territory Children’s 
Commissioner, and representatives 
from Indigenous non-government 
organisations such as the Northern 
Australia Aboriginal Justice Agency 
(NAAJA) and the Aboriginal 
Medical Services Alliance of the 
Northern Territory (AMSANT), to 
name a few.

The Committee had to put up 
with a lot of criticism and negative 
comments on the legislation and 
certain measures such as the 
School Attendance Measure 
(SEAM), and Alcohol Reform 
as well as Housing and Land 
Reform. Throughout, criticism 
and frustration was expressed in 
a constructive and professional 
manner. Only one fellow from the 
‘Aboriginal Leaders of the Northern 
Territory’ decided to use this forum 
to demonstrate his anger towards 
the Government, and the world in 
general, by using rude and insulting 
language. It appeared that as 
soon as he referred to politicians 
as “the morons in Canberra”, the 
Committee stopped listening. 
Chair, Claire Moore, warned him a 
few times but let him finish his tirade 

which was complete with 
disparaging remarks. When 
the Committee decided not 
to ask him any questions the 
angry man left with another 
snappy comment:

“is a genuine partnership between Government and 
community possible?”
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“Thank you very much. 
Madam Chair, you gave 
this lot here two hours and 
you give me 20 minutes. I 
find it disgusting.”

By “this lot” he referred to the Chief 
Minister, the Honourable Paul 
Henderson MLA and his eight- 
member team who had spoken to 
the Committee before.

The lack of effective 
Aboriginal participation, 
input and consent was 
raised consistently, across 
the board in every location 
the Committee went. Even 
Local Government Minister 
Malarndirri McCarthy who 
attended consultations in 
Mariingrida, Groote Eylandt 
and Ngukurr, reminded the 
Committee:

The lack of effective 
Aboriginal participation, 
input and consent was 
raised consistently, across 
the board in every location 
the Committee went.

The public
The public hearings were well 
attended by interested members 
of the public and the Litchfield 
Room at the Northern Territory 
Legislative Assembly was 
crowded at times, especially 
when prominent witnesses such 
as the Chief Minister and Minister 
Malarndirri McCarthy appeared.

Surprisingly, only three people 
made use of the opportunity to 
speak at the open community 
forum where everyone was 
invited to provide information to 
the Senate Committee. Most 
notably was the contribution 
made by David Jan from the Local 
Government Association of the 
Northern Territory (LGANT) which 
is one of the largest employers of 
Indigenous people in remote areas 
of the Territory. Mr Jan commented 
on the planned establishment of 
long-term leases in Aboriginal 
communities and he advocated for 
alcohol education.

I he consultation 
process
The consultations which were 
held between June and August 
2011 received much criticism.

“I thinkthat whatthe Senate 
needs to remember is 
that you cannot forget the 
history of what happened 
here, and to have any 
Australian’s life imposed 
on so dramatically, and 
intervened on so effectively, 
without that person having 
an opportunity to speak 
for themselves and their 
families, was always going 
to have a long-lasting 
impact on any future 
consultation with any 
Government.”

Minister McCarthy emphasised the 
importance to follow up on things 
and recommended greater training 
for communities on understanding 
governance.

Adequate funding
Another issue that was raised by 
presenters like NAAJA and the 
Northern Territory Coordinator 
General for Remote Services 

was adequate funding. A 
significant concern was that 
NAAJA’s Commonwealth 
funding to assist in 
Northern Territory National 
Emergency Response 
(NTNER) matters will finish 
in June 2012, and there 
has not been a commitment 
past this date. The 
Indigenous legal service, 

whose submission was highlighted 
as “excellent” by Senator Scullion, 
was able to employ 15 full-time staff 
with the funding in order to deal 
with the increase of 32 per cent in 
criminal law matters, and 72 per 
cent in civil law matters since the

intervention was introduced. CEO, 
Priscilla Collins, expressed her 
worry about how the organisation 
will manage its business in the 
future:

“We think it would be 
a breach of faith with 
Aboriginal people to 
continue to regulate 
their lives in new and 
complicated ways while 
not properly funding the 
services they need to 
ensure that their rights are 
protected and respected.
We do support the 10-year 
commitment to resourcing 
that Government has said 
it will provide, but this must 
include a commitment to 
maintain the funding of 
Aboriginal legal services in 
the Northern Territory”.

Competition between 
Indigenous and non- 
Indigenous NGOs
Local Indigenous woman, Olga 
Havnen, was appointed as the 
Northern Territory Coordinator 
General for Remote Services in 
October 2011. Ms Havnen, who 
was most recently the National 
Head of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Strategy at the 
Red Cross, raised the rather 
systemic issue of how resources 
and funding are allocated. Over 
7,000 organisations are currently 
funded through either Indigenous 
specific programs, or substantially 
Indigenous programs, by three 
major departments, those being 
FaHCSIA, DEEWR and the

A summary of the 
major issues
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Department of Health and Ageing. 
Out of those 7,000 organisations 
that currently receive the grant 
funding; only eight per cent are 
in fact Indigenous. It appears 
that non-indigenous mainstream 
NGOs have become competitors 
with Indigenous organisations.

The Coordinator General said:

“I cannot see how it 
is possible for a non- 
Indigenous not-for-profit 
organisation to be capable 
of working effectively 
in a really complex and 
challenging environment, 
particularly in remote 
communities and in 
places where people may 
not have had either an 
established or pre-existing 
relationship.”

Ms Havnen suggested that the 
Government should considersome 
form of accreditation processes 
for non-indigenous NGOs who 
want to work in this space, in

“...Indigenous expenditure 
across all of the states.
Per capita we are way 
higher than any of the other 
states. ”

Too much 
administration in 
Northern Territory 
communities?
Ms Pat Brahim, chair of the 
Indigenous Affairs Advisory 
Council, raised the problem 
that funding doesn’t actually 
hit the ground and is mostly 
spent to establish administration in 
remote communities. This opinion 
was shared by a few witnesses at 
the public hearings in Darwin and 
throughout the Territory.

Particularly, the two Liberal 
Senators were intrigued to find 
out more, and when they asked 
the Northern Territory Government 
how the money from the Federal 
Government was being spent, 
the Chief Minister referred to 
the ‘Australian Government 
Expenditure by State and Territory: 
Indigenous Expenditure Report’ 

which was released in 
September 2011: “It
shows very clearly that 53 
per cent of all Northern 
Territory Government 
budget outlays are directed 
to providing services to 

Indigenous people of 
the Northern Territory. 
Indigenous people 
are 33 per cent of

much the same way 
as AusAID has an 
accreditation process 
for international NGOs.
Things that ought to be 
taken into consideration 
include policies, guidelines, 
employment and retention 
of Indigenous staff, and the 
governance structure of those non- 
indigenous NGOs as to whether 
or not they have Indigenous 
membership on their boards and 
establish advisory or reference 
committees.

“Indigenous people are 33 
per cent of the population, 
with 53 per cent of the 
budget outlays. ”

the population, with 53 per cent 
of the budget outlays. This is 
a Commonwealth Government 
report that has looked at 
Indigenous expenditure across 
all of the states. Per capita we 
are way higher than any of the 
other states.” But this answer 
wasn’t good enough for Senator

Scullion, who asked the Chief 
Minister to provide the Committee 
with the amount of money that 
was allocated to administration 
on notice. We look forward to this 
information being available.

The Highlights

Mungoorabada 
Aboriginal Corporation 
(MAC), Robinson River
Although it was impressive to 
see half of the Northern Territory 
Government appearing in front 
of the Committee; my personal 
highlight was three people from 
Robinson River who represented 
the Mungoorabada Aboriginal 
Corporation: Bill South (CEO), 
Tony Jack (Council Director and 
Mayor of the Roper Gulf Shire) and 
Kirsty Kelly (accountant).

Robinson River-a 
model community
Robinson River is the most 
remote community in the Northern 
Territory. It is the furthest away 
from services and is cut off for at 
least five months per year due 

to flooding. It was a big 
journey for the witnesses 
to get to Darwin but the 
Senate Committee and I 
think everyone in the room 
was glad that they made 
the effort.

Mr South started off his 
presentation with the 
positive:

“The Robinson River 
community is quite often 
regarded as a model 
community. A lot of the 
positive things that are 
happening in Robinson 
River are not happening 
elsewhere. A lot of the 
negative things that I heard
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talked about this morning 
are not happening in 
Robinson River.”

When asked the question “What’s 
the secret in Robinson River?” 
Mr South explained, very proud 
the community policy: “if we can 
do it ourselves, we are going to 
do it”. Furthermore, the hands- 
on Robinson River people have 
a strong sense of community and 
they support each other.

Education issues
Nevertheless, people in Robinson 
River have things they struggle 
with too. One of the concerns is 
the lack of quality of teaching. They 
have had cases where children 
have been to school all their life 
and are still not able to read. “Once 
you get the kids at school, they 
have to be taught”, Mr South said. 
Particularly Senator Siewert found 
this issue alarming and asked for 
in-confidence material on notice.

Overall there is a high demand 
for literacy and numeracy 
training in the community, 
but Mr Bill South and his 
team have experienced 
problems in receiving 
funding. They made 
submissions to FaHCSIA 
and the Northern Territory 
Department of Education 
and Training in which they 
applied for funding for a two 
year program for adults.
The result is disappointing: 
no direct funding support 
from FaHCSIA and only 
partly but insufficient 
funding from the Department of 
Education and Training. So the 
outstation community is once 
again left on its own and they are 
pulling together funding to piece 
together their own program and 
build their own accommodation for 
the trainer.

Land and Housing 
issues
Mr South expressed his frustration

that Robinson River does not have 
a land use agreement, arid that 
they have been negotiating with 
the Northern Land Council for 
two years. The negotiations with 
the Indigenous Pastoral Program 
(IPP) and the Indigenous Land 
Corporation (ILC) have been going 
on for even longer - they started 
iri 2004. The result of this is that 
the Corporation is leasing land 
to run cattle on private property 
when they have 114 million acres 
surrounding them that they cannot 
use.

The trio is concerned that if the 
housing and land reform will be 
introduced, the Corporation will not 
be able to survive, mainly because 
of the loss of rental revenue and 
extra costs that have to be covered 
in order to comply with the new 
legislation.

The Corporation and community 
elders raised these same issues 
during the consultation process 
iri August 2011, but were turned 
down by the Government officials

with the comforting words:

“We realise that if all 
communities were the 
same as Robinson River 
there would never have 
been an intervention. 
Sorry, it’s one size fits all; 
you’ve got to fall in”,

Mr South reported to the 
Committee.

Chair Moore took these concerns 
seriously and requested detailed

information on the issues about 
what could happen under Stronger 
Futures for the Robinson River 
community:

“Ms Kelly, particularly from 
the financial perspective 
it would be nice to have 
that detail so we can 
ask questions about it, 
although we have all been 
engrossed in the stories 
about how the community 
is operating so strongly 
and addressing so many 
issues that Government 
has raised and how you are 
actually fearful of the future 
under Stronger Futures, 
which is a bit ironic.”

Conclusion
My overall comment on the public 
hearings in Darwin is that I found 
it informative, well organised and 
productive. It was a forum of open 
and controversial dialogue where 
people could express their fear and 
frustration openly, and everyone 

was invited to participate.

The Committee left the 
Northern Territory with lots 
of evidence and even more 
to come on notice. Let’s 
see what amendments if 
any the five Senators will 
recommend in their report. 
They have to report to the 
Senate by 13 March 2012.

Submissions
The Senate Committee 

received almost 400 written 
submissions. The Law Society 
Northern Territory made a 
submission after consulting with 
its Social Justice Committee 
and the legal services sector in 
the Territory. You can read the 
submission on our website http:// 
lawsocietynt.asn.au/

All submissions on the Stronger 
Futures legislation are available on 
the Senate’s website.

“We realise that if all 
communities were the same 
as Robinson River there 
would never have been an 
intervention. Sorry, it’s one 
size fits all; you’ve got to fall 
in. ’’
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