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EDUCATION AND HEALTH STANDING COMMITTEE 
Thirteenth Report — “Ways Forward — Beyond the Blame Game: Some Successful Initiatives in Remote 

Indigenous Communities in WA” 

MR T.G. STEPHENS (Central Kimberley-Pilbara) [10.22 am]: I present for tabling the thirteenth report of 
the Education and Health Standing Committee entitled “Ways Forward — Beyond the Blame Game: Some 
Successful Initiatives in Remote Indigenous Communities in WA”. 

[See paper 3889.] 

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: Now that I have the opportunity to speak to the report, I thank the members who will 
speak on the next report for giving us the opportunity to present this report first. I thank them for their assistance 
with that. 

Securing ways forward with policies that take us beyond the blame game in the area of Indigenous affairs is no 
small task. This report is the sixth and last in a series of reports by the Education and Health Standing Committee 
in its inquiry into successful initiatives in remote Aboriginal communities in Western Australia. It comes at a 
time when Western Australians generally are increasingly appalled about the failures that Indigenous 
communities in the remote parts of this state are still facing. The community has a positive hunger for better 
outcomes from circumstances facing the remote Indigenous communities of this state. The failures in this area 
continue, and they build upon each other. They are caused by deeply embedded structural issues. It is absolutely 
critical to draw on what I detect is the prevailing community-wide goodwill and attention to achieve some long-
term and systemic change that will build capacity and a sustainable, positive future for the Indigenous peoples 
and communities of remote WA. 

Throughout the history of Western Australia, there has been the constantly recurring observation that the 
situation facing the Indigenous population of the state’s remote regions was of growing concern. The fact that 
our committee makes similar observations might be considered by some to be absolutely unremarkable, yet the 
fact that there is a crisis and the fact that this report utilises the language of crisis are not yet producing the focus, 
the attention and even the acceptance of some key players in this discussion. 

There are some quite distinct features of this report. Although observing the growing crisis, we have seen no 
value in articulating the unhelpful binary propositions that are juxtaposed too frequently to suggest that one 
precludes the other, as though rights are at odds with responsibilities and as though practical measures are out of 
keeping with powerful symbols. We have avoided the language that describes true or false. Dichotomous 
questions with dichotomous answers are, in the view of the committee, not the way to go in the discussion. It is 
not simply on or off with policies and programs; there is a need for synthesis, and this report identifies with 
confidence some successful initiatives that will, when adopted, assist the state in averting a calamity that 
otherwise awaits the remote Indigenous communities of Western Australia. 

As a result of my personal experience of some 30 years of working with the Indigenous communities of remote 
Western Australia, I have a view that we are at a moment in history that is quite different from the experience 
that I have had in the past. There is now, for the first time in those three decades, an almost unanimous view 
about the situation amongst those who are engaged long term in the lives of people in remote Indigenous 
communities: firstly, that it has grown to be worse than ever before; and, secondly, that the major factors 
contributing to this are the inability of governments to engage and deliver basic and effective services and 
infrastructure. This is not said glibly or to play politics or to throw blame but, rather, to encourage people to 
reflect on those structural observations and to find ways of responding positively to those observations.  
Simultaneously with the work that I have been doing with my colleagues on this committee, I have been 
embarking on a new endeavour—assisted by Desert Knowledge Australia—in a focused collaboration with a 
team of people who have had years of experience trying to reshape the policies through which the needs of the 
remote communities across Australia have been given support. I am assisted in that collaboration by the member 
for Victoria Park and many other distinguished players. As a result of the work that I have done on this 
committee and the work that is being done through that focused collaboration, my own thoughts in preparing this 
report, and particularly the foreword to it, have inevitably been shaped by that process and that wider 
collaboration. That wider collaboration will soon bear fruit in the publication of a prospectus that deals with 
many of these issues. I am simply acknowledging that the thoughts that have gone into this report, for me at 
least, have been shaped by not only the collaboration with my committee colleagues, but also that wider 
collaboration. Some of the language, words and structures of the response have emerged through both those 
processes. 
It is impossible to not notice that the loss of any real regional decision-making roles and the absence of any fiscal 
power over regional resources have occurred simultaneously with a rapid disintegration of many of the 
opportunities facing the remote Indigenous communities and the cultures and structures in those areas. 
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Fundamentally, this report is a refinement of a discussion paper that was issued following the receipt of a 
number of submissions 18 months ago, or longer, titled, “Where from? Where to?”. The committee refined that 
discussion paper into this report.  
The report stands as an amazing document of which there is nothing like it in the field of Indigenous 
communities across Western Australia. People who visit these communities will inevitably ask: how did we get 
ourselves into this situation whereby these communities are existing in this way? Anyone with a professional 
interest in or an obligation to Indigenous communities will be able to ascertain from this report the sweep of 
history that has led us to this point. People who go into those communities will wonder how the hell we could 
create a response to take us beyond that experience.  

The committee’s report is the result of the robust debate, experience and intellect that has been on offer from my 
colleagues on the committee—the members for Wagin, Dawesville, Bassendean and Peel. The members of the 
committee worked as a team with a passing parade of staff. Initially, we had the assistance of Dr Jeannine Purdy, 
who assisted in the first draft of the report. Unfortunately, we have lost her to one of the senior jobs down the 
road. The member for Avon just described to the house how the committee office loses staff to other jobs. 
Jeannine is now working with the Chief Justice. The committee received policy support from Mr Roy Tester. 
The person now leading this inquiry is Dr David Worth. I am appreciative of the collaborative team that has been 
available to this committee. There has been a transition of staff and I appreciate that the committee office was 
able to assist me in finalising the chairman’s draft of the report by engaging the assistance of a very experienced 
practitioner in this field of Indigenous communities, Mr Neil Westbury. Neil assisted me in finalising the draft 
before I popped it into the hands of the members of the committee.  

The structure of a great report takes shape through collaboration. Mr Westbury collaborated with a colleague, 
Mr Mike Dillon, on a book titled Beyond humbug, which was published last year. The combination of that book 
and the work of those two colleagues focused on the issues of remote communities and put forward some 
fascinating paradigms that are of enormous importance. It is important that we think about them. They built a 
case on the issues described in the Brooking Institution’s data that came out of the World Bank as they measured 
issues associated with the concept of the failed states of the Pacific. The Australian government has engaged 
with those nations described as failed states; that is, states in which there are measures of poverty and security 
issues around violence and homicide. That engagement provides governments with the capacity to provide basic 
needs for human development, particularly health and education. The legitimacy of government in the lives of 
those people is absent. With that paradigm, these two people argued the case that it has an application to the 
remote towns of Western Australia.  
Mr B.S. Wyatt: The term “failed states” is a technical term.  

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: That is right, it is a technical term that is used to encourage the national government in 
this country and other governments around the world to respond by having sustainable engagement with those 
places that are confronted with this set of circumstances. That analysis, when applied to much of remote 
Australia, including much of remote Western Australia, is exactly what we are faced with; that is, the absent 
footprint of government and the fact that governments and the wider community cannot maintain a sustained 
focus on the challenge that the communities in these remote areas require.  

Embedded in this report is what I consider to be the absolute suggestion for the way forward; that is, a 
suggestion to rebuild a regional representative system of governance that finds a voice for those communities in 
structures that incorporate the Aboriginal voice and are not separated, in some binary process, from the 
mainstream, as the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission was. The aim is to provide for that regional 
voice to allow Aboriginal communities to find particular opportunities in structures which are equipped with 
guaranteed resources that flow in response to their needs and for which policies can be formulated. Programs 
should be designed and delivered on the basis of that voice from the regional communities. When governments 
and the wider community are no longer focused in a sustained negative way on the ongoing crisis in remote 
communities—the media attention has gone and the perceived crisis has slipped in importance from the nightly 
news on the electronic media—the response to the ongoing crisis should be positive.  

Embedded in this report is a way forward to take us on that journey. Some people will not be immediately 
attracted to it. I am, with absolute confidence, putting this report before Parliament, governments and the 
community of Western Australia and suggesting that this is our best hope. It coincides with some quality work 
being undertaken by the Western Australian Local Government Association around that sustainability report; it 
coincides with some great work that is being done at a national level; and it coincides with local government 
positioning itself to take advantage of the opportunity to collaborate across regions, to take on additional 
functions and to find ways of getting additional input and voice into those structures. It can guide the rollout of 
policy and program design and delivery in response to the challenges of regional and remote Western Australia. 
There is a place for beating up the regional councils, such as the local government structures in the Pilbara and 
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Kimberley, with a new voice from within those regions—from the Indigenous community—that will assist in 
securing policy and program design that meets the needs of remote communities. For instance, local government 
is very good at letting contracts that will deliver services to the towns that they service.  

The environmental health challenges for these communities are, admittedly, poorly funded. However, it does not 
come down only to the fact that they are poorly funded. For example, somebody in the urban setting of Canberra 
is designing the rubbish collection programs for remote Western Australia. It is a nonsense. There are better 
ways of doing it. This report describes that pathway. This pathway would require the national minister with 
responsibility for local government to change the funding formula from the per capita formula. Funding to the 
Western Australian local government structure needs to be changed from a per capita percentage to more of a 
needs-based response. It also requires the Commonwealth Grants Commission, when it is looking at the carve up 
of resources to states, which include vast areas of remote Australia, to find new ways of allocating those funds to 
remote Australia so that they are utilised and deployed in those areas in response to self-evident need. To find 
ways of doing this is the challenge for the whole nation. I am excited by all the recommendations in this report. I 
am conscious that the opportunity will arise for this to be controversial. Out of controversy, I hope that people 
will see the prospect of putting their best foot forward and see this as a conscientious effort to respond to the 
challenge. One of the things that I observed and that the report observes is that the western desert region, for 
instance, lends itself to having a new structure such as a development commission. It is an option that is 
considered in the report. The western desert could have its own development commission, which would require a 
change of our statute. That development commission could integrate local government, what were the area 
consultative committees and the national structures, now called the regional development corporations. The 
name keeps changing, but I think that is the latest name for them.  
Mr D.T. Redman interjected.  
Mr T.G. STEPHENS: No, but the idea is good; it is no longer the National Party’s flash fund. It must rise to a 
better future, and I hope it will integrate that structure into the structures available here at state level—the 
development commission structures and local government structures. So that they can rise above what they are 
now, not by obliterating local government but by bolstering it and giving it the financial opportunity to respond 
to the needs that are so close to its doorstep.  
Mr D.T. Redman interjected. 
Mr T.G. STEPHENS: The challenge is to make sure that, in this area of remote Australia, there are structures 
that can work, are sustainable and have a guaranteed flow of income so that, when the issues of remote Australia 
are not on the nightly news, there are still structures in place that are working hard and effectively, and taking 
Indigenous communities’ shocking sets of circumstances beyond the past; beyond the blame game we have all 
too easily engaged in across all spheres of politics and government. They should, instead, be put into structures 
that meet the needs of these communities in which there are Western Australians, and Australians generally, who 
deserve to take their place as proud members of our society and our community.  

DR K.D. HAMES (Dawesville — Deputy Leader of the Opposition) [10.42 am]: I will not spend much time 
talking about the report itself for three reasons: firstly, the chairman has already done an excellent job of 
summarising what is contained in the report; secondly, I have only 10 minutes; and, thirdly, this will be my last 
response to any report put forward by the Education and Health Standing Committee because I will be handing 
in my resignation from the committee at the conclusion of today’s sitting. I am not doing that because I have not 
greatly enjoyed the time I have spent on the standing committee. As members heard, this is the sixth in a series 
of reports. Did the member for Central Kimberley-Pilbara say it is the standing committee’s thirteenth report?  

Mr T.G. Stephens: It is our thirteenth report.  

Dr K.D. HAMES: As members can see, the standing committee has been a prodigious report producer and done 
a huge amount of work in a variety of areas. Significantly, many of those reports are linked to something that is a 
passion of the chairman and of mine—the living standards of Aboriginal people in this state and in Australia 
generally—and has become, I think, the passion of the other members of the committee.  

I thank enormously those who helped us in preparing those reports. As we all know, Jeannine Purdy’s 
contribution was outstanding. Although she has left us, she will long remain in our memory as someone who 
made an enormous contribution to all the reports we have produced. I thank also Nici Burgess, who is on 
maternity leave, and we all wish her well. Roy Tester and Dr David Worth as principal research officer have 
come on board recently to help us put these reports together. I thank also my fellow committee members, and I 
mention the chairman in particular. He and I have had conflicting views in the past, largely when I was the 
Aboriginal affairs minister and he was the opposition spokesperson, particularly on issues such as swimming 
pools in remote communities. However, we have realised over a period that we share the same passion and deep 
interest in what is happening to Aboriginal people throughout the state. Time and again recently, we have found 
that we were thinking along the same lines and had the same views. This report, above all others, shows that to 
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be the case. It shows also that the committee members have been unanimous on some of the recommendations 
contained in the report. Interestingly enough, members of the committee had a great time together. Now I realise 
why everyone likes to travel with the member for Wagin; he is great company and a great fines master and 
always helps make our trips entertaining. I have had to change his name to Doug, which is an in-house joke, so 
he will be forever known to me as Doug!  

Before the member for Bassendean became a member of the Education and Health Standing Committee, 
everyone thought he was—excuse the swear word—a grumpy old bastard! I hope that was not unparliamentary.  

Mr B.S. Wyatt: That is pretty accurate.  

Dr K.D. HAMES: We have found during our time away on the committee that he does have a sense of humour 
that, at times, is very good. 

Several members interjected.  

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mrs J. Hughes): Thank you, members.  

Dr K.D. HAMES: The contribution he will make to the next report, which will involve an area in which he has 
a deep interest, will be significant. This issue was not something that he was familiar with, but he lent himself to 
the work we had to do.  

The Deputy Speaker of this house, the member for Wanneroo, who is no longer on the committee but was 
certainly on it for most of my time as a member, has been absolutely fantastic. My experience shows that one of 
the values of committees is that we get to learn what the people from the other side are like. Most people who are 
on committees form long and deep associations and an appreciation of the work other members do and the 
understanding they bring. The Deputy Speaker showed herself during that time to be meticulous in her attention 
to detail on issues that came before the report. She has always been a happy person and her company is always 
enjoyable—except when she is angry. When she was angry we needed to stay away from her! Luckily, that 
anger was not directed at me at any time. However, her ire certainly rose during the Esperance inquiry, 
particularly when some of the information we were given about the operation of the port authority or, indeed, the 
company was far less than what we thought was reasonable. At other times, she showed great compassion for 
people, particularly the children, who were affected by the lead. She also showed great compassion for 
Aboriginal people, especially Aboriginal children in those remote communities we visited. She was great to 
work with as a member of the committee.  

I can see why the member for Peel, who joined the committee recently, had such an easy time getting preselected 
and then winning his seat. He is a great member of Parliament. He has shown to the committee that he is not just 
a pretty face; he has great abilities as an intellectual member, with an eye for detail, and he helped us sort out 
some of the deep issues we had to explore.  

Sir Humphrey would call some parts of this report courageous. If some of the members of the committee have 
ministerial aspirations that perhaps have sort of faded or become slightly jaded with time, there are certainly 
others—I will not give hints about who I think they might be—who certainly have the potential to become 
ministers in the future. That aspiration can create the desire to avoid going out on a limb or being too courageous 
because sometimes those things can come back and bite us. However, the members of this committee have 
written its reports without fear or favour in putting forward what they believe, and what the committee believes, 
is the right thing to do.  

One recommendation calls for the establishment of a regional Indigenous body. Initially, it was thought that that 
was directly contrary to statements by the Premier, following the recommendations of Lieutenant General John 
Sanderson, one of which was for the establishment of a regional Indigenous body, a recommendation that was, 
on the face of it, dismissed out of hand by the Premier. Having gone back and studied the words the Premier 
used and the intent behind those words, I realise that his position was not that extreme. What he was saying was 
that he did not want the original Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission model. Everyone would agree 
that that model was flawed. However, we believe John Sanderson’s recommendations need to be supported. We 
do need a regional Indigenous body. The degree of power that body should be given is something that needs to 
be determined. We have put forward a suggestion outlining what that should be based on our consideration of 
what is happening in the northern parts of Queensland. In all our reports, we have put forward examples of how 
it can be done and how it should be done. At the heart of this issue is our deep desire to do something other than 
what is being done now. Government after government—Liberal, Labor, state and federal—has failed 
Aboriginal people in this state and country. We have to do something different and it has to be done in a 
bipartisan manner.  

This report represents the bipartisan views of people with experience in this area. Committee members have been 
to remote communities. Two members of the committee have been ministers and know how the system works 
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and the difficulties that will be encountered. As former ministers, we consider that the only possible way we can 
succeed in improving the living standards, the conditions and the opportunities of Indigenous people, both in this 
state and the rest of Australia, is by following the recommendations of this report. I strongly recommend this 
report to government and Indigenous affairs bodies. I am sure Lieutenant General Sanderson will look at it with 
great interest as he prepares further reports for this government on what needs to be done. The government needs 
to listen to him in particular, because he has some great ideas and suggestions. Only by taking a bipartisan 
approach and listening to independent experts can we make a difference in this state.  

MR T.K. WALDRON (Wagin — Deputy Leader of the National Party) [10.51 am]: Over the past 17 years I 
have been very fortunate in having the opportunity to travel frequently to many remote Aboriginal communities 
in the north west of Western Australia, the Kimberley, the Pilbara, the western desert, the Northern Territory and 
also northern Queensland. I have travelled to those areas both in my former role as manager of the West 
Australian Country Football League and in my current role as a parliamentarian, in particular as a member of the 
Education and Health Standing Committee. It is really important that members have a real understanding of 
remote Aboriginal communities before they start making recommendations or decisions that will affect those 
communities. Having gone to those places, I feel very strongly about that. My visits and contact with Aboriginal 
communities over the past 17 years has certainly helped me to understand them a lot better. However, I do not 
think people properly understand and appreciate those communities unless they have lived and worked in those 
regions and with those communities over a long period. Whatever we do, and whatever decisions may come 
from this report, we must always listen closely to the people who live in those regions and who have hands-on 
knowledge of those communities that has been formed over time, because those people understand the situation 
probably a lot better than do people like us who travel to those places intermittently.  

This is a really good report. I feel that a good job has been done. It is an honest report. The best thing about it is 
that the committee has put forward some very positive recommendations. I agree with the chairman’s foreword, 
particularly the part where he states — 

What is required . . . is to identify with confidence successful initiatives that will, when adopted, assist 
the State in averting the calamity that otherwise awaits the remote Indigenous communities of WA.  

I agree with that statement. I strongly hope that some of the positive recommendations in this report can help 
right the current situation.  

Governments in the past, both federal and state of both persuasions, have tried in their own way to do the right 
thing and to introduce initiatives. Some of those initiatives have been successful and some have been partially 
successful. However, when we look at the situation in those communities today we find that, overall, they have 
generally failed. The good thing about this report is that it provides an opportunity to make a fresh start. I feel 
that the federal and state governments, and also the greater community, are willing to do something that will 
provide not only positive results now, but also long-lasting benefits in the years to come.  

The chairman of the committee mentioned a new regional governance structure, which is one of the 
recommendations of the report. That is a good idea. Such a structure could be very positive and long lasting. 
However, I wish to qualify that statement. I have reservations about some of the new regional governance 
structures recommended for the southern parts of our state; that is, the more populated areas. However, there 
could definitely be a role for those structures in remote areas of the state as they could assist Indigenous 
communities to have a stronger role. We should bear in mind that the communities in those areas understand 
what should happen locally better than we do.  

The report contains many positive recommendations. I will not go through them all, but I will comment on the 
income management recommendations. Committee members saw examples of income management programs 
that had been adopted by local communities in northern Queensland. They are a great idea. Those programs may 
need to be refined in some ways but they provide some positive outcomes for people by helping them to become 
independent, to manage their own affairs and to get on with their lives.  

The report also contains recommendations on sentencing laws and prison education opportunities. I know a little 
about prison education as I have a sister who is heavily involved in those programs and is now working at the 
Roebourne Regional Prison. Some good programs are sometimes cut as a result of budgetary considerations. 
Those programs provide opportunities to help prisoners. There is no doubt that Indigenous people are over-
represented in our prisons. 

Ms M.M. Quirk: I agree with you entirely. That will save you time, so you can go on to something else if you 
like.  

Mr T.K. WALDRON: I am just endorsing one of the recommendations of the report.  

Mr T.G. Stephens: You are talking to the Treasurer too, though.  
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Mr T.K. WALDRON: That is dead right. I have some knowledge of those programs and have seen them at 
work. That is why I support that recommendation.  

One other key recommendation is for the three areas of education to work in a more coordinated fashion in those 
regions. They need to get together to make sure that the delivery of education achieves what it is meant to 
achieve.  

This is a really positive report. The good thing is that it highlights some of the problems of the past as well as the 
situation now. It generally presents something positive for the government and the people of Western Australia 
to adopt. I certainly urge the state government to strongly consider implementing many of the recommendations 
in the report.  

I thank my committee colleagues. It is a pleasure to work on this committee. We have had a great time and have 
done some really good work. Being involved in the committee system is also educational. I have certainly learnt 
a lot, which has helped me not only in my everyday work as a parliamentarian, but also in life generally by 
helping me to understand things better and to hear different points of view. One sometimes realises that long-
held points of view may not be right. I especially thank and congratulate our staff. I give special congratulations 
and thanks to our chairperson, the member for Central Kimberley-Pilbara. He has done great work on this report. 
He has great knowledge of this area. He has a great passion for this issue and has shown great leadership in this 
report.  

MR M.P. WHITELY (Bassendean — Parliamentary Secretary) [10.58 am]: The member for Dawesville 
referred to me as a grumpy old bastard! I point out that I am actually not all that old. I do not challenge the rest 
of the comment, though!  

The first part of the title of this report, “Ways Forward — Beyond the Blame Game”, is somewhat ambiguous. 
The committee debated whether this was an appropriate title and, at the time, I voiced some concerns. However, 
I am now quite pleased with the title and the ambiguity within it. I think the member for Central Kimberley-
Pilbara wanted the report’s emphasis to be on highlighting the need for better cooperation between state and 
federal, and to a lesser degree, local governments. However, I think another blame game has been very 
destructive in Indigenous affairs. I briefly referred to the blame game in my maiden speech and I really have not 
referred to it since. In a sense, I almost have not been brave enough to go near the topic. However, I think the 
debate in Indigenous affairs has matured enough now that we can start to approach it with a new honesty. In my 
maiden speech I talked about the two opposite mindsets that are poles apart but, in my view, have been equally 
destructive drivers in Indigenous policy; that is, racism and, at the other extreme, “white guilt”. I will give a 
practical example of how I think both those mindsets have been destructive.  

Obviously, the stolen generation; the practice of removing Aboriginal children simply because they were 
Aboriginal from loving functional families was based on notions of racial superiority and therefore notions of 
racial inferiority. It was the seed of so many of today’s problems and it was based on pure racism. I have some 
experience in working in Aboriginal affairs—I worked at the Centre for Aboriginal Studies at Curtin University 
from 1990 to 1994. I dare say that in my time there I encountered that other destructive force that has been a 
motivator in Indigenous policy; namely, white guilt. I encountered it in the form of stories told to me by 
students. I remember one community development worker based in Darwin—a very strong, outspoken 
Aboriginal woman—who was outraged that children and toddlers were being left in places such as Port Keats 
and routinely raped. This was, from memory, about 1992. At that time the debate about the stolen generation was 
just beginning to emerge and this community development worker was disgusted that the authorities were, in 
fact, too scared to take children out of Aboriginal communities and out of harm’s way because the authorities 
were too scared of being tagged as racist. As a consequence, children were left in these communities and 
suffered appalling abuse. I dare say some of those children have now grown into adults and probably repeat 
those behaviours they learnt as children. Again, this inaction was motivated by the fear of being called racist; by, 
in fact, that white guilt. I think that is a practical example of how on the one hand the original genesis of the 
stolen generation issue was motivated by racism, which was incredibly destructive but, on the other hand, 
unquestioning white guilt and the inability to face up honestly and openly to challenging issues has been equally 
destructive.  
I worked at the Centre for Aboriginal Studies for four years and I will not detail it now, but another destructive 
form of white guilt that I encountered, although not equally destructive, was the reluctance of some of my 
colleagues—some non-Aboriginal academics and, to a lesser degree, some Aboriginal academics—to expect 
and, indeed, routinely require the sort of academic rigour that these students were capable of. In my view that 
was absolutely patronising and diminished the educational experience for these Aboriginal students because it 
did not give the students the full opportunity to succeed by exposing them to the full prospect of failure. 
Regardless of their motivation and no matter how sympathetic these academics were to the “Aboriginal cause”, it 
was patronising and ultimately racist and destructive. I worked at the Centre for Aboriginal Studies from 1990 to 
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1994 and I felt somewhat disillusioned when I left the centre. I almost made a personal vow not to return to the 
area of Indigenous issues because I despaired about the quality of debate.  
However, for the first time, recent events have made me optimistic about the future in Indigenous affairs. 
Regardless of what we think about the merits of individual arguments, I think the early catalyst for this new 
maturity in the debate was the contribution of people such as Noel Pearson who, in fact, were the first Aboriginal 
people—I do not want to use the terms “spokesperson” or “leader” because they are overused—to challenge the 
emerging white guilt orthodoxy that had, as I said, destructive consequences. Obviously, we recently had the 
long overdue apology, which was made possible by the election of the Rudd government. That was a watershed 
in Indigenous affairs and really gives me optimism for a way forward in dealing with Indigenous issues. I also 
think that, in a sense, the late discovery of Aboriginal disadvantage by the Howard government and its use of the 
language of crisis and its concentration on the Northern Territory intervention, regardless of the merits and detail 
of the intervention, at least put the spotlight on the problem. I do not give much credit to John Howard for the 
intervention, but I have a different attitude to Mal Brough. I do not have time to go into the merits of his 
arguments or the details of the intervention, but I think he actually helped put the spotlight on this issue. I think 
those events, followed by the change of government and the emphasis that the Rudd government is putting on 
true reconciliation and the long overdue apology, give us the opportunity for a third way that is based on two key 
elements that, as I said, have been missing and reflect an emerging maturity in Indigenous affairs. 

The first of those elements is a better understanding of the history of disadvantage and how this has an impact on 
the current state of Indigenous affairs. I think the second element is equally important. I think this element is the 
newest and has, in a sense, been the most lacking; that is, an emerging expectation that the way to facilitate 
success in Aboriginal communities and for individual Aboriginal people—obviously, there is always the danger 
of generalisation—is to expect and demand success and to not tolerate and excuse failure or destructive 
behaviour. I really think that we are now presented with the opportunity for a new beginning but it does demand 
a new honesty. We are all participants and both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people must debate true 
reconciliation openly with an emphasis on shared understanding and where meaning is more important than 
semantics. So often in my time at Curtin University in the early 1990s I despaired of the fact that people were 
tied up with semantics rather than seeking the meaning. That stifles debate and that was a microcosm, if we like, 
of the wider debate on Indigenous issues. We have a chance to get beyond the blame game and we cannot blow 
this chance.  
I want to put on the record my concern that a lot of this new debate, and the Education and Health Standing 
Committee’s thirteenth report, has concentrated on isolated and remote communities. Aboriginal disadvantage 
and widespread Aboriginal dysfunction is not confined to remote communities; it is a reality in parts of my 
electorate. The consequences of it not being openly and honestly addressed in the past in a way that went beyond 
the blame game were disastrous. I spoke briefly about the death of a Maori boy in my electorate some months 
ago, so I think it is absolutely essential that some of that focus on the issue be directed towards urban and 
metropolitan environments and electorates such as mine. 

I thank the members of the Education and Health Standing Committee for their work in producing this report. It 
is a good committee; we work well and have robust and honest debate and I think that is why our reports have 
been so worthwhile and, in some senses, so brave.  
 


