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The next section of this report describes in a preliminary way how the 
principles and framework discussed in the remoteFOCUS report might be 
applied in developing governance options for the Pilbara. The following 
provisional example works through the six primary steps to establish the 
context; design parameters; principles, scope and mandate; functions; 
form; and accountabilities required to establish a governance design for 
the Pilbara.

We stress that the following proposal represents a tentative response. 
While we are totally committed to the finding that there needs to be a 
regional governance authority, many details about its precise role and 
functioning require more work than has been possible within the scope of 
this study. These details will be critical to the effectiveness of any agency 
—and the design needs to be consonant with the views of a complex 
array of stakeholders. That said, the following indicates the factors that 
we believe are essential and some suggestions about how these factors 
might be met. 

We have drawn on understandings gained from the many reports written 
about the Pilbara and the numerous Pilbara Dialogues and community 
consultations to demonstrate the logic that flows from the remoteFOCUS 
analysis. Clearly this option is subject to the caveat that further refinement 
would require a clear mandate and significantly more consultation with a 
wide range of stakeholders. 

It is important to note that the framework and the principles that 
underpin it should be the focus of further discussion rather than the 
specific items used in this example.

A more comprehensive version of this case study is found in the remoteFOCUS report 
Loyalty for Regions: Governance Reform in the Pilbara.

Case A. 
The Pilbara: An Option 
for Governance Reform
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The Pilbara has been historically and now almost entirely 

driven by economic imperatives rather than government 

imperatives and currently it is fair to say that government  

is in catch-up mode.

There is overwhelming community concern that rapid 

resource development, and in particular FIFO/DIDO 

workplace practices, has changed the nature of these 

communities and changed local community outcomes  

some of which are unsatisfactory.

In recognition of the pace of change, the longevity of 

the resources boom and the impact of that growth the 

WA Government, with some Commonwealth support 

has made significant commitments to community 

development including a revitalised vision for the Pilbara 

and intervention in the market. It has proclaimed two 

twin cities in the Pilbara together with other towns further 

inland. This vision is the first clear statement of a desired 

settlement pattern in the north by government since 

Premier Charles Court many years ago.

The WA government has completed a planning framework 

and has locked in budget and a limited amount of legal 

commitment through the Land Administration Act and 

Land Development Act.

The good intentions of the government are further 

evidenced by the investment in the Royalties for Regions 

funding in the Pilbara and is now evident in a range of 

infrastructure and social programs in the Pilbara. Most 

parties, however, would agree that the pace of change and 

the depth of demand for services and housing, particularly, 

mean there is a significant degree of catch-up required. 

This process is expected to finish in 2035. We infer that in 

order to achieve this outcome, institutional structures of a 

similar commitment and longevity will need to be in place 

to accompany this vision.

Local authority has been developed, albeit on a limited 

scale, through the appointment of a general manager 

to Pilbara Cities, the development of the WA Planning 

Framework and the work of the Pilbara  

Development Commission.

The Commonwealth government relies on RDA Pilbara to 

plan and engage on a regional basis, while Infrastructure 

Australia examines opportunities to contribute to major 

strategic infrastructure projects.

Consistent advice from people living in the region and 

working in regional institutions is that outside of the 

negotiations between resource companies, native-title 

holding groups and the WA Government on land issues 

there has been a failure to bring Aboriginal people into 

meaningful partnerships that will ensure they receive the 

full benefit of the Pilbara vision and opportunity. This is 

potentially a serious and chronic problem for all the parties. 

Changes cannot just be dictated by government. How the 

people of the Pilbara resolve the coexisting realities of 

Aboriginal people with entrenched legal and communal 

rights (and income streams and land holdings) and specific 

identities determined by culture and contract, and the 

desire of these same groups of people wishing to derive 

normal citizenship benefits as individuals from services 

provided by government will be an ongoing challenge. 

Whether the people of the Pilbara have a governance 

structure that enables them to meet this challenge is also an 

open question.101

Aboriginal people have a significant role to play if the vision 

is to be achieved. They hold substantial native title rights 

to land across the Pilbara, and they will lock in substantial 

income in the form of communal royalty equivalents from 

these rights.

A.1 Context
What are the issues in the region? This covers the key social, 
economic, demographic, governance or other features which 
underwrite the need for focused regional action and which 
need to inform the governance design.
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Our earlier analysis has shown that in areas where there 

is a contest for resources, the agreement and negotiating 

process actually reinforces individual and communal 

identities and rivalries. In a context of continuing economic 

change, there will be conflicts between and within 

Aboriginal groups and between Aboriginal groups, resource 

companies and government which will need to be resolved 

in a permanent and relatively workable way. 

There are examples of workable structures in which 

Aboriginal people have worked their way through 

analogous issues. This is exemplified in the formation of 

the Pilbara Indigenous Marine Reference Group in the 

Pilbara.102 The RPA development on Groote Eylandt103 is 

a more systematic and long term example of a workable 

outcome. In both cases, people and governments have been 

united through finding common objectives and purpose, 

defined responsibilities, defined resource commitments for 

all parties and defined timelines for action.

Agreements that involve directed compensation or royalty 

equivalent payments to restricted outcomes can ultimately 

be detrimental to the quality of governance arrangements 

which will be necessary to sustain a Pilbara Cities vision.  

Agreements that restrict or reduce capacity to decide what 

to do potentially limit the growth of good governance 

among Aboriginal people.

Local government is under-resourced for the challenges that 

it faces. Its capacity to generate revenue through property 

taxes is limited. This is because the resource companies 

engage through a state agreement process currently leaving 

local shires unable to rate the land resource companies 

develop for their operations. In this context, local shires 

must seek support from individual resource companies by 

‘grace and favour’, not by right. 

Current institutional structures are not effective or 

legitimate in either containing or resolving a productive 

contest on the geographic scale of the Pilbara because no 

single existing authority is mandated to act in the best 

interests of the Pilbara as a whole.

Given the various stakeholders who need to be engaged and the likely form that key 

pressures will take, any governance response in the Pilbara will need the capacity to:

Establish a shared vision between governments and communities,●●

Negotiate compacts that provide clear mandate of  ●●
responsibilities and a common platform for accountability at all 
levels of governance,

Foster place-centred solutions and regional innovations, and●●

Ensure resourcing for functional capacity.●●

A.2 Design Parameters
Which agencies currently are/or are not responsible? Based 
on the present governance arrangements and other specific 
features set forth in the context, these express the key 
conditions which need to be met if a regional governance 
design is to be effective.
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The governance body should endure over time and beyond political cycles. It should 
have a specific charter which empowers it to pursue:

Social and economic benefits for the people of the Pilbara in ●●
balance with both the national and wider state-based interest,

Social inclusion and equity across the Pilbara where Aboriginal ●●
people are integral not an add-on,

Coordinated multi sector responses to economic and social change,●●

Mechanisms to ensure transparency and accountability both ●●
‘upwards’ and ‘downwards’,

Coordinated multi-level responses to the contest of interests ●●
within and between government, business and Aboriginal interests,

Environmentally and socially sustainable strategies for the Pilbara, ●●
and

Practice subsidiarity to the optimum obtainable degree.●●

A.3 Principles, Scope and Mandate 
What is agreed as the benchmarks for success? These describe 
the broad outcomes for the region that need to be realised 
through the governance design.

There are six main functions that should be undertaken 
by such a body.

Maintaining and promoting the Pilbara ●●
narrative,

Brokering and settling agreements (peace-●●
making where agreement is not possible),

Clarifying the mandates of all levels of ●●
government and communities,

Clarifying outcomes and service standards ●●
appropriate to place and scale,

Matters on notice—anticipating, ●●
researching, monitoring, planning and 
developing strategy, and

Conducting reviews and reporting, ongoing ●●
governance review and action learning.

An important unresolved issue concerns the role of this 

putative organisation in managing funding (or pooled 

funding) in relation to ongoing operations. Our view would 

be that operational delivery and funding disputes will 

undermine the legitimacy of the body to achieve its five 

main functions. The functions undertaken by this body 

should not be in competition with other institutions with 

specific service delivery requirements.

Through its strategic, synthesising and coordinating role, 

it would however have an authority that would enable it 

to shape the nature of the funding recommendations and 

the delivery of those services by external agencies in the 

interests of the Pilbara.

A.4 Functions
Function refers to the specific role(s) that need to be assigned 
to realise these outcomes.
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The two key aspects of the form of this body relate to how 

it is constituted legally and who owns it. The overriding 

condition that must be met is that the people (board 

members/trustees/directors) who govern the body are ‘above 

the contest’.

It would be up to the various stakeholders to determine 

whether this could best be achieved through a legislated 

commission or authority or through a company 

established under the Corporations Act as a company 

wholly owned by the members along the lines of the RAPAD 

example, or through some other legal mechanism.

The term of people appointed to the ‘board’ of the new 

body should be for a longer period than the normal political 

cycle and the characteristics of the board members should 

align closely with the functions and mandate of the body.

The number of people appointed to the body should be 

smaller rather than being fully representative of a range of 

Pilbara interest, possibly 5-7 people.

In addition to the people who reside in the Pilbara, the 

natural interest groups who might comprise the membership 

are the federal, state, and local government structures that 

already exist. We have also argued that the Aboriginal 

interest in the region is deserving of its own recognition and 

will require appropriate negotiated processes to achieve  

full participation.

If these groups formed the natural constituency of 

interest in a new governance body to achieve an above-the-

contest outcome, it is essential that the people appointed 

to run the body who are not representative of their direct 

interests but charged to serve the interests of the Pilbara 

plus other wider interests.

The governance of the body would be driven by a charter 

or set of rules that constrained the board or trustees to act 

only in the best interests of the Pilbara and its peoples. 

We acknowledge that at times this would leave this body 

in conflict with one or a number of its members and their 

accountabilities, however, resolving contests would be a 

principal role of the new body.

The body would be serviced by a secretariat and access to 

a network that would facilitate tasking and engagement of 

other actors in the region.

Budget and resources to fund the governance body 

could well be found within existing arrangements, noting, 

again, that resourcing must follow function and a level of 

funding certainty will be essential for success.

In order to be legitimate the body needs to be located in 
the Pilbara although in the early years it will no doubt 

be necessary to have a node in Perth (this has significant 

human and financial resource implications).

A.5 Form
This covers the specific governance design, the shape, 
jurisdiction, powers, responsibilities and resources available to 
an institution. a
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Both ‘upwards’ and ‘downwards’ accountability 

arrangements need to be defined. ‘Upwards’ accountabilities 

will be to various federal and state political and 

administrative authorities and agencies; ‘downwards’ 

accountabilities will be between the existing and/or 

putative regional structures and relevant local government, 

community and other representative bodies and 

organisations and to local people.

With the overriding charter to act in the best interests 

of the Pilbara, the body will be required to influence 

Commonwealth agencies having interests and programs 

in the region, state agencies operating in the region and 

local and regional shires and regional authorities including 

Aboriginal organisations responsible for local outcomes.

In addition to the four shire institutions, the Pilbara 

Regional Council, Pilbara Development Commission, Office 

of Pilbara Cities, RDA Pilbara, share an interest and would 

require a relationship with the new body.

A critical issue is that a new governance body would require 

mandated authority to act and an ability to achieve the 

outcomes in the best interests of the Pilbara.

Accountability, ideally, might be through a reporting 

mechanism such as a joint (federal-state) parliamentary 

committee or through an auditor-general model. This 

would ensure that the body was accountable to the  

public in general but only when judged against its Charter 

or mandate.

To be effective this body must be capable of influencing the 

direction of expenditure and performance outcomes across 

each level of government and at local government level. It 

must also be capable of negotiating with the private sector 

to obtain an optimal alignment of interests. Unless the body 

can hold those responsible for expenditure of such funds 

accountable through some mechanism then it will not be 

able to achieve the mandate it has been set.

A.6 Authorities and 
Accountabilities
This covers the specific authority that is assigned to the 
coordinating organisation. For example, does it have political 
standing or is it a composite of other authorities, albeit one 
with independent standing, mission and roles. 
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Political leadership at all levels will have to mandate 
change based on:

1.	Acceptance that the standard concerns 
set out in the report are based on reality 
and that more of the same will produce 
more of the same and therefore a changed 
approach to how government operates  
is needed.

2.	Acceptance that 

if the three levels of government and  ●●
the communities (Aboriginal and  
non-Aboriginal alike) are working at  
cross purposes success is impossible 
because goals are different, 

if members of the communities disagree ●●
with or do not support what governments 
are trying to do wicked problems (health 
education employment) will not be solved

in remote Australia government is the ●●
main provider of an economy (as against 
having some industries and particularly 
mining which do not of themselves ensure 
an economy as against having an industry), 
and 

different rules may need to be established ●●
for application in the Pilbara, recognising 
the market distortion and other unique 
operational realities 

3.	Acceptance that there is a need to have;

shared goals (vision) based on a shared ●●
understanding of context and shared or 
agreed outcomes 

clarity of mandates, ie an ●●
acknowledgement of roles and 
responsibilities of  each level of 
government and key community elements 
including Aboriginal communities.

funding and capability which  ●●
matches mandates.

ability to adjust mandates and settle ●●
disputes over time as no arrangements  
will be perfect and circumstances  
will change.

an ability to look after all the above  ●●
across the political cycle and according to 
agreed principles.

a body or agency authorised by the ●●
different levels of government and the 
community to keep the ring on all of the 
above otherwise left to themselves the 
different levels of government will revert 
to the norm and act in their separate 
interests and in the interest of regions 
beyond the Pilbara. 

appointments to lead such a body ●●
or agency that are authoritative by 
nature of those appointed rather than 
representative. Such appointments should 
extend beyond the political cycle and be 
accountable to the stakeholders against 
the criteria laid down by them.

4.	Acceptance that to work through these 
issues in the Pilbara requires a resourced, 
skilled and independent process to be put 
in train, and an action/learning/innovation 
framework to be established. 

A.7 The Pilbara Challenge
The test of whether new arrangements will improve 
governance in the Pilbara is that any newly created body 
has the authority, effectiveness, and legitimacy that allow it to 
respond to the nature and pace of change in the Pilbara and the 
contest of positions in response to change.
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In the Pilbara a valuable start has been made by the WA 

Government. Royalties for Regions is a unilateral (that 

is, State) policy which addresses the traditional failure to 

provide financial resources to regions sufficient to meet 

their legitimate needs and aspirations. Pilbara Cities is again 

a decision by the State to establish unilaterally a unifying 

vision going beyond ad hoc responses to particular issues.  

The next step is to build loyalty to the region 

—to ensure state and local governments and the different 

Pilbara communities are on the same page—but this cannot 

be done unilaterally. It needs the political leadership of 

each level of government and the various elements of 

community in the Pilbara to agree to the need for the 

sort of approach set out above. Of particular concern is 

the incorporation of Aboriginal interests into this process 

through their established representative structures.

Such a body would need, by its composition and legal 

structure, to be above the contest and endure over time.

It may be possible to achieve this outcome through an 

adjustment of some existing structures, however, we would 

argue that the mandate and function proposed for such a 

governance body suggest a fresh start should be made.

An appropriate discussion of possible new governance 

arrangements which are sufficiently open to new evidence 

and new concepts, are serial and sufficiently sustained, and 

are not immediately politicised is, to say the least, very 

difficult in the present government policy system.

The integration of legitimate national, state and local 

interests through structural reform is unlikely to emerge 

from the public sector or conventional legislative processes. 

In fact, we argue, such efforts are negated by present 

governance arrangements.

The reality is that without a mandate for change from 

senior office holders in the Western Australia and 

potentially the Commonwealth, such reform will be difficult 

to achieve. Also, a reasonable level of cross party support in 

the early stages of development will be necessary to ensure 

the durability of the body.

Only political leadership, such as that which 
produced an initiative and policy shift like 
Royalties for Regions in WA aimed at systemic 
change to the way government makes 
decisions, operates and is accountable, will 
take us beyond a ‘we-must-try-harder’ mantra 
without regard to the efficacy of the system 
itself. This cannot be driven from within  
the bureaucracy, which is constituted within 
the status quo and bound by its rules. Political 
leadership needs to come to the conclusion 
that there is a system problem not a  
policy problem.

Reform of this nature and scope will not be easy, nor will 

it be uniform. In some situations people will have to use 

existing legislation and organisational resources to initiate a 

start to reform. 

Reform will be problematic unless the incorporation of 

Aboriginal perspectives is a non-negotiable condition 

precedent. Inadequate and inconsistent resourcing of 

Aboriginal organisations and government agencies tasked 

with engaging in partnership with Aboriginal people 

will hinder attempts to improve governance design in 

the Pilbara. A prerequisite would be resourcing both 

government and Aboriginal organisations and communities 

of Aboriginal people were resourced to enable them to 

pursue partnership and greater understanding of the 

benefits and requirements of governance reform.
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One approach would be high-level political support to 

establish a Pilbara trial where the principles and approach 

outlined in the report are applied, with the specific aim of 

developing an on-going process of learning, consensus and 

regional capacity building—a starting point with a defined 

scale and scope. This will build momentum for change as 

required and potentially provide “proof by good example” 

of the efficacy of such change. 

Irrespective of the starting point, the remoteFOCUS report 

establishes a number of clear criteria, including vision, 

authority, legitimacy and effectiveness against which 

reforms at any level can be evaluated.

Is there a capacity to have a guiding ●●
vision or narrative that gives direction 
and explains the actions of all levels of 
government, that is, a shared vision?

Is there a capacity to settle mandates?●●

Is there a capacity to match mandates with ●●
funding and resources?

Is there local accountability within the ●●
various administrative structures?

Is there a capacity to review and adapt ●●
mandates as experience accumulates and 
learnings develop?

Is there a body that is above the contest, ●●
authorised by the players to be responsible 
to oversee all of the above?

At the level of community the concerns expressed in this 

report need to be articulated in localised contexts across 

the Pilbara. The voices of community legitimise concerns 

for politicians to respond to. In their own way community 

concerns provide the mandate for political leadership.

Continuing community articulation of why their concerns 

persist and how the current system of governance  

appears unable to resolve these concerns is a fundamental 

condition precedent to establishing a mood and appetite for  

positive reform.

It is now not a case of not knowing what to do, rather a 

case of having the collective will to do it. Only political and 

civic leadership will drive the necessary reforms.
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In Central Australia there is a clear need 
for a unifying vision that goes beyond 
service provision and law and order and 
reliance on the boom and bust cycles of 
commodities. A vision focused at least 
in part on development of capacity and 
economic livelihoods, regional connectivity 
and innovation. Again with three levels of 
government, representative community 
organisations, a business community 
and a web of representative Aboriginal 
organisations the task is formidable.

What is required is an intense regional engagement 

around the key social, economic, demographic, 

governance or other features which underwrite the need 

for focused regional action and which need to inform the 

governance design. The process needs to confirm:

the issues in the region●●

what needs to happen at each level of ●●
government and of communities themselves

what are agreed objectives, what are we wanting ●●
to achieve

who is responsible for what tasks including ●●
keeping everyone on track over time

are the resources and capabilities matched  ●●
to task

what structure will have the authority and ●●
legitimacy to maintain this approach over time

An appropriate discussion of possible new governance 

arrangements needs to be open to new evidence and  

new concepts. It needs to be sustained and not 

immediately politicised. 

The following is one possible context statement for 

Central Australia that might begin that conversation. 

Whilst it has a high degree of relevance, it is provided 

here not because it is the only context statement that 

could be generated but to highlight the need for a 

productive engagement across the whole community 

over a longer period of time to generate a more common 

understanding of both the context and the key conditions 

which need to be met if a regional governance design is 

to be effective. The very fact that the reader may disagree 

with this preliminary context statement highlights the 

importance of people developing together a reasonably 

shared understanding of the context before they proceed 

to the next steps required to build up the most suitable 

governance structures for their region.

The remoteFOCUS project was not resourced to conduct 

the full engagement necessary to provide a more 

definitive context statement or to progress to laying 

out design parameters required of better governance 

arrangements, or the principles, scope and mandate 

of any new structures, or its functions, form, or its 

authorities and accountabilities. However the following 

is provided as a preliminary overview, after which some 

next steps are suggested.

Case B. 
Central Australia: Context for 
Governance Reform
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It covers 64% of the NT and contains 24% of the population.●●

As a region, Central Australia has an estimated regional population of ●●
48,000 people including 28,000 in Alice Springs, 3,500 in Tennant Creek 
and 8,137 in the Barkly Shire, 4,887 in the Central Desert Shire and 
7,322 in the MacDonnell Shire.

Its broad-based and relatively fragile economy has always been subject ●●
to fluctuations of the seasons and decision-making taken in places well 
removed from Central Australia. 

A social profile of the region reflects a political landscape that has ●●
effectively driven Aboriginal people away from major urban centres 
through: 

	 	 • The post-war assimilation investments in government communities, and 

	 	 • The Aboriginal desire to be close to Country, and 

	 	 • The response to the granting of land rights and native title.

This settlement pattern reflects a response to the longstanding and still ●●
current intercultural tension of:

	 	 • Pastoralists needing land and waterholes, 

	 	 • Tourists needing services and first-class accommodation, 

	 	 • A government class seeking to create public order and moderate the 	 	

  	    contest of values and land uses, and 

	 	 • Aboriginal people asserting their desire to sustain strong linkages to land 		

  	    and culture, and enjoying citizen’s rights.

B.1 Context
Central Australia is a product of its history, its geography and 
its peoples. 

These core elements of settlement in Central Australia are 

now undergoing significant adjustment. Unlike the Pilbara, 

where the drive is from the expansion in the resources 

sector, the drive is from largely Commonwealth and 

Territory-led reforms of Aboriginal policy and significant 

financial investment in those reforms accompanied by a 

hope that the resources sector will also land in the Centre 

or that tourism will return if the dollar drops. Given the 

political profile of Central Australia, the normal processes 

of democratic government are unlikely to resolve the 

underlying structural divisions exacerbated by these 

reforms. The region is in a state of economic transition.

Alice Springs is the major centre for the regional economy. 

The town has the range of infrastructure and services 

expected in a regional centre and its local economic base—

government services (Aboriginal administration, health and 

defence related services), tourism, retail, transport and some 

manufacturing and pastoral and an expanding  

mining sector. 
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It is the service hub for the communities of Central Australia  ●●
plus the eastern part of Western Australia and the top of  
South Australia. 

It supplies services not available in any other town within a 1500km ●●
radius and is headquarters for two of the three shires in the region.

Tennant Creek’s population has decreased by 9% from 1996 to 2008 ●●
with an Aboriginal population in the Barkly Shire of 50% and 24% of 
the Aboriginal population below the age of 20 years with only 6% of the 
non-Aboriginal population under 20 years. 

Projections have 5,000 Aboriginal people in the Barkly 

Shire and about 2,000 non-Aboriginal people. These 

demographic projections sit uncomfortably with the fact 

there are currently 171 businesses in Tennant Creek, 71% 

of businesses are locally owned but only 14% are owned by 

Aboriginal people or organisations. It would appear there 

needs to be a significant uptake of business by Aboriginal 

people if the local economy and local services are to  

be sustained.

Mining produces the biggest share of Gross Regional Product 

(GRP) in Central Australia including in the Barkly Shire but 

doesn’t employ many people. The other larger government, 

health and community services sectors employ more people 

locally but they only represent about 9% of businesses. By 

far the largest number of businesses are in the property and 

retail area though these contribute little to GRP.

Twenty-four per cent of the Barkly regional population 

receive either Centrelink or Job Services network benefits.

Despite having an unemployment rate of just 2.5%, Alice 

Springs has a two-track economy where the unemployment 

rate for Aboriginal people sits at 14.2%. 

Recent investment of the NT and Commonwealth 

governments in Aboriginal communities and town camps 

in Alice Springs and Tennant Creek Transition Plans have 

delivered a significant economic stimulus into the region.

The economic base of the region is currently precariously 

positioned and dependent on future government 

investment. The significant mining opportunities 

traditionally contribute to the boom and bust nature of the 

centre whereas tourism and the provision of services to 

Aboriginal people have made a more consistent contribution 

to the region’s growth. Failure to understand this would 

be a significant impediment to current policy reform. The 

recent rise in the Australian dollar has impacted on tourism 

and this fact in concert with changed policy settings in 

Aboriginal affairs have created increased uncertainty in 

Central Australia.

Rolf Gerritsen, a Central Australian economist, ●●
estimates that if Aboriginal people were 
suddenly extracted from Central Australia the 
Alice Springs economy would shrink by 40% 
and there would be widespread out-migration 
of non-Aboriginal people.

This is an indication of interdependency ●●
of the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
populations, and the degree of dependence 
of Aboriginal people, the Central Australian 
communities and NT Government on  
national funding.

The dilemma for all governments is that the ●●
pressure for Aboriginal people to move to find 
employment and services either has them 
converging on the hub or migrating further 
south to large coastal cities. 

If a consequence of these initiatives is to ●●
depopulate the remote regions of Australia 
matters of national strategic interest need to 
be weighed carefully and governments need 
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to have large programs to house, educate, 
and employ people in the immigration towns 
with little immediate capacity to fit easily into 
urban living.

Whilst the population estimates for Alice Springs have 

shown a recent increase they mask a decline in the non 

Aboriginal population (by 6% 2001-06) and an increase of 

in migration of Aboriginal people responding to restrictions 

in outlying communities and seeking opportunities and 

services available in Alice Springs.

One of the challenges for Alice Springs is to ●●
build and sustain a workforce in a community 
which has a high turnover and recent decline 
in population.

A significant adjustment would occur if ●●
government or defence retreated from the 
region. The Commonwealth has already 
shown it is disengaging with direct contact in 
Aboriginal communities.

Surviving off these longer-term investments ●●
are something like 1,800 businesses. 

79% are micro or small businesses.●●

83% of these businesses are reliant on other ●●
external government investment and the 
transient population (transaction costs of 
mobility) for their survival.

These are largely property and business ●●
services, construction, retail and transport 
and storage. The value of the most numerous 
businesses is not reflective of the business 
contribution to GRP.

The region is heavily dependent on ●●
government investment and public funds 
transfers with 35% of the region’s population 
drawing Centrelink or Job Services  
network benefits.

The failure or inability of current governance arrangements 

to resolve the differences in values, ideas and land uses that 

have been at the heart of the intercultural space in Central 

Australia still challenge the region today. 

The dominance of Aboriginal issues has left ●●
the region without the capacity to tackle some 
of the future challenges. Nor has it allowed 
the region to develop the types of institutions 
that will enable contested views to be 
resolved over time.

Another contest that remains unresolved is ●●
the relationship between the different levels 
of government and the shuffling of mandates 
and the lack of clarity around longer term 
directions for the region. 

The difficulties and underfunding of new ●●
shire arrangements and the separation of the 
largely Aboriginal interests into the shires as 
differentiated from the Municipality of Alice 
Springs is a further example of the failure to 
fully engage and respect the region as a total 
system rather than two systems requiring two 
systems of governance.

At all levels of government there appears to ●●
be no one person or department responsible 
for taking an overview or a holistic view 
of the impact of change on the region: a 
view that examines the impact on business, 
environment and Aboriginal and non 
Aboriginal people who have invested in  
the region.

Local political realities in Central Australia are such that it 

is the large number of small business people (who often do 

not necessarily share either the values of Aboriginal people 

or of the pastoralists and land managers who are involved in 

the contest over land use), who are the group who influence 

political response and who generally support the policing or 

strategic intervention approach to stabilise the community 

in the short run rather than the more time and relationship 

intensive activities that engage Aboriginal people and build 

community institutions that can deal with and govern the 

contest of views.

In this contest, government has increasingly ●●
assumed an executive role and adopted a 
managerial response but invariably that is 
a controlling role and it has distanced the 
community from the setting of policy. 

Executive government has used its power to ●●
take charge of delivery of service in order to 
improve human development indicators. It is 
now able to influence consumption, spending 
and security of individuals.

A trade-off in this whole-of-government and ●●
strategic intervention approach is that the 
community has been largely disempowered 
and the way government has gone about 
procuring services in support of this approach 
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leaves little room for local suppliers to be 
innovative. Without that local innovation the 
adequacy of the measures in a sustainable 
sense are questionable.

There are also significant spill over effects in the region.

Local institutions have become overloaded ●●
or where they have contested the executive 
approach been underfunded and disappeared. 

There has been an expectation created that ●●
the Shires will assume greater responsibility 
for the small communities abandoned by the 
Commonwealth and the NT Government as 
they consolidate their growth towns and hub 
and spoke models of service delivery. 

The interventions have seen an increase in ●●
seeing development of the region in  
security terms both in terms of active law 
and order cries within Alice Springs and 
the policing of pornography and alcohol in 
outlying communities.

In summary, it could be argued that the executive policy 

reforms increased rather than decreased marginalisation  

and typecast Aboriginal peoples’ responses to the changed 

policy environment.

The managerial responses have mixed legitimacy among 

the people they are directed at and this has provided for 

contested and turbulent responses among some Aboriginal 

people and among the non Aboriginal population of central 

Australia with a consequent loss of hard won social capital. 

For more remote people it has created a feeling of despair 

and torpor.104

The current Federal Government has renewed interest in 

regional Australia and has developed a large mix of specific 

programs. The challenge for governance reform is how to 

ensure these investments work in the best interests of  

the region.

Government has demonstrated its good intentions through 

a long-term commitment to targets to ‘Close the Gaps’ in 

a specific number of areas. This commitment has financial 

commitment, a commitment to be strategic and coordinated 

not only within the Commonwealth agencies but also 

between the Commonwealth and the Territory.

Executive control of housing, welfare and security 

services and social security payments complemented 

by the placement of government business managers 

in communities and adjusting the role of the Regional 

Indigenous Coordination Centres all point to a strong 

commitment by government.

However, returns from this endeavour appear patchy and, 

whilst improvements are noted, they are often ephemeral or 

are outpaced by even more significant improvement in the 

same indicator among non-Aboriginal populations. In that 

sense, gap closing may be a problematic measure.

There is a growing agreement within government that 

training of staff in community development techniques 

would be desirable and greater community engagement and 

meaningful consultation and negotiation would also assist in 

achieving government and community objectives however, 

there is currently no program to support this. This position 

is further developed in the remoteFOCUS submission 

to the Senate Committee Stronger Futures Inquiry– 

submission 373.105

What is clear from the remoteFOCUS work is that despite 

a uniformity of analysis of what needs to be done and 

recognition at the highest levels that current outcomes are 

problematic, the system of government appears unable to 

make the necessary systemic adjustments. On our analysis 

many areas of current systems and practices need to be 

addressed systemically.

It is clear that innovative economic policy ●●
rather than a singular focus on improved 
subsidies, welfare and services must be at the 
heart of policy on Central Australia.

Economic policy requires more from ●●
government than setting macro-economic 
conditions—it needs to become an active 
partner in business/livelihood with 
community and private sector and it needs to 
be prepared to be innovative—more of the 
same regional development will not work.

Agglomeration, regional integration, ●●
and regional connectivity are keys to an 
innovative response in Central Australia.

Government could stimulate capacity in ●●
Central Australia though micro-economic 
reform including adoption of more innovative 
regional and procurement policies.

The current arrangements comprising three ●●
tiers of government and a series of ad hoc 
regional arrangements overshadowed by 
localised law and order concerns, appear to be 
incapable of resolving both the priorities and 
the contests that need to take place around 
these arrangements.
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The structure and configuration of institutions ●●
across central Australia are, therefore, largely 
not fit for purpose.

Failure to innovate is most marked in the ●●
public sector.

For Central Australia, the national debate ●●
over rights and responsibilities of Aboriginal 
people and the general question of citizen 
rights and equity for all Australians has 
created service expectations that cannot be 
fiscally sustained in this region.

There are a number of inherent contradictions within the 

current policy mix impacting on Central Australia. 

1.	There is a lack of clarity of national 
purpose as to whether Aboriginal people 
can pursue cultural difference and whether 
as a result the nation is prepared to 
respect Aboriginal difference and allow 
a future for remote settlements that that 
difference reflects. At a more nuanced 
level what cultural difference is Australia 
prepared to accept, support and fund.

2.	As a consequence we currently have an 
unworkable settlement strategy in Central 
Australia where the hub and spoke service 
model of the growth towns strategy and 
the abandonment of homelands by the 
Commonwealth set a default policy of 
population movement to large regional 
centres without regard to economic issues 
and being indifferent to the consequences 
for a range of other employment and 
human service outcomes that result from 
such mass mobility.

3.	Central Australia has an inadequate 
economic base to support the 
infrastructure requirements and the 
recurrent effects of such a de facto de-
population strategy. Fiscal federalism 
allows the Territory government to 
apply revenue assessed by the Grants 
Commission against needs of remote 
communities to be allocated independently  
of those community needs.

4.	The governance arrangements in Central 
Australia with elements of Commonwealth 
disengagement and a distant and largely  
over-stretched Territory government and 
grossly underfunded local governments 
means there is no effective or legitimate 
means to address concerns unless the 
Commonwealth invests significantly 
in regional renewal and alternative 
governance outcomes. This disengagement 
means that many of the elements of civic 
life normally present in a community are 
not evident in remote communities.

5.	Targets for change have been elusive and, 
in hindsight, judged chronically inadequate 
and opportunistic, chasing new projects or 
hoping for mining to arrive or commodity 
prices to increase. The employment targets 
required will require more than reliance 
on markets if government is to sustain 
any improvement in human development 
indicators.

The response to these five concerns has been a managerial 

response that in ways unintended simply reproduces  

the problems.
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One approach would be the establishment of a regional innovation trial where the principles 

and approach outlined in the report are applied, with the specific aim of developing an on-

going process of learning, consensus and regional capacity building—a starting point with a 

defined scale and scope. This will build momentum for change as required and potentially 

provide “proof by good example” of the efficacy of such change. 

The mix of economic and social issues evident in this context for Central Australia suggest 

a more systemic and holistic response is required to establish a platform for shared 

accountability and future development of the region. Regional connectedness and learning 

are part of the innovation process as proximity is a trigger for innovation.

The remoteFOCUS report suggests that place centred approaches and regional innovation 

strategies provide an effective mechanism for engaging the community and confirming the 

views of the multiple stakeholders required to create a shared vision. We are of the view that 

in order to be systemic this vision has to encompass the whole of Central Australia rather 

than a mere focus on Alice Springs.

Innovation in its broadest sense involves creating new ideas, and diffusing them into 

economies, driving changes which improve welfare and create economic growth. It is also 

increasingly dependent on interpersonal relationships as ideas develop within networks 

seeking solutions to particular problems. Where innovation takes place these relationships 

shape informal cultures and formal institutions to create more conducive environments for 

particular kinds of innovation. There is also a territorial dimension to innovation because 

innovation relationships depend on proximity for interaction and geographical proximity 

can allow actors to interact more easily.106

Irrespective of the starting point, the remoteFOCUS report establishes a number of clear 

criteria, including vision, authority, legitimacy and effectiveness against which reforms at 

any level can be evaluated.

Is there a capacity to have a guiding vision or narrative that gives ●●
direction and explains the actions of all levels of government, that is, a 
shared vision?

Is there a capacity to settle mandates?●●

Is there a capacity to match mandates with funding and resources?●●

B.2 Next Steps: Towards 
Governance Reform in  
Central Australia
What might then be the basis for a discussion around a new 
governance reform in Central Australia and what mechanisms 
might be used to facilitate that discussion?
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Is there local accountability within the various administrative structures?●●

Is there a capacity to review and adapt mandates as experience ●●
accumulates and learnings develop?

Is there a body that is above the contest, authorised by the players to be ●●
responsible to oversee all of the above?

The current three-tiered system of government fails to do this adequately in Central 

Australia. Land Councils and Native Title Bodies provide effectively a fourth tier of 

governance adding to the complexity of arrangements.

The test of whether new arrangements are possible in Central Australia is that the process 

of developing an innovation strategy is able to determine what type of regional  

governance arrangement will have the authority, effectiveness, and legitimacy to  

respond to the nature and pace of change in Central Australia and deliver on a regional 

innovation strategy.

Working through these issues requires a resourced, skilled and independent process to be 

put in train, and an action/learning/innovation framework to be established. It will also 

require a commitment from each level of government and leading Aboriginal organisations 

and the Land Council and Native Title Bodies.

We know that more of the same will produce more of the same and therefore a changed 

approach to how government operates is needed. We accept that: 

if the three levels of government and the community(ies) are working at ●●
cross purposes success is impossible because goals are different, 

if members of the communities disagree with or do not support what ●●
governments are trying to do wicked problems (health education 
employment) will not be solved

in Central Australia government is the main provider of an economy  ●●
(as against having some industries and particularly mining which do not 
of themselves ensure an economy as against having an industry), and 

in the short term the pressure of change may require unique  ●●
operational realities. 

As we noted in the Pilbara option, it is now not a case of not knowing what to do, rather a 

case of having the collective will to do it. Only political and civic leadership will drive the 

necessary reforms.
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government governance will create local governance 
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