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End Indigenous ‘buck-passing’: Pat Turner

Australia’s road map for reducing Indigenous disadvantage is at risk because all governments are

“buck-passing” over housing and reluctant to cede control to Aboriginal organisations, Closing the

Gap co-chair Pat Turner says.

Ms Turner, who has previously praised Scott Morrison for his commitment to recast the national

agreement on Closing the Gap as a partnership with Indigenous organisations, says there is a

concerning lack of political will from all governments who “think they know best”.

The new Closing the Gap obli ges state, territory and even local governments to work with the

commonwealth and Indigenous organisations to improve the lives of Indigenous Australians against

key markers, including by reducing incarceration rates and increasing employment rates.

The concept that community-controlled Aboriginal organisations would take up the work

traditionally done by bureau cracies in Indigenous affairs is a cornerstone of the new Closing the

Gap agreement signed by all states, territories and the commonwealth in July 2020.

However, Ms Turner said state and commonwealth governments were slow to embrace this in

practice. “Governments are not comfortable with suspending their beliefs and control, and

genuinely supporting the concept of community control,” she said. “It comes from a belief that

governments know best about our lives and what we need. This view has been around since

colonisation.”

The states, territories and commonwealth signed up to 17 new targets in a reworked Closing the Gap

deal after lengthy discussions with a coalition of peak Indigenous organisations about what was

achievable. The deal comprises a series of national agreements – a 10-year commitment – to
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improve the health, wellbeing and economic status of Indigenous Australians in a way the previous

agreement created in 2008, the year of the national apology to the Stolen Generations, ultimately

failed to do.

Ms Turner said there had been some promising early work on the new Closing the Gap deal,

including a national agreement on health in which Indigenous organisations were sharing in

decisions, but “we feel the need for a much bigger demonstration from governments in translating

the agreements into tangible changes and outcomes for our people”.

Ms Turner was highly critical of the commonwealth’s decision to leave funding of remote

Indigenous housing to the states.

In doing so, the commonwealth had effectively walked away from its responsibilities to some of the

most disadvantaged Indigenous Australians.

“You can’t talk about improving efforts on health if you’re not going to deal with Aboriginal

housing,” Ms Turner said.

The commonwealth contributed $5.4bn to remote Indigenous housing between 2008 and 2018. The

Morrison government continues to fund remote housing in the NT in a contract currently being

renegotiated. However, the states have felt the shortfall since the commonwealth made its final

payments on remote Indigenous housing four years ago.

A government review of the old remote housing deal found the decade-long contract built 4000

new houses and refurbished another 7500 existing houses across 300 remote Indigenous

communities. There was still a massive unmet need.

Accounting for population growth, an estimated 5500 homes extra new homes in remote Aboriginal

communities are required by 2028 “to reduce levels of overcrowding in remote areas to acceptable

levels”.

Indigenous Australians Minister Ken Wyatt said remote Indigenous Australians deserved housing in

line with other people in their states and that state and territory governments were responsible for

delivering this.
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Ms Turner said all governments needed to make substantial contributions, including state

governments. She said the standard of housing in remote communities underpinned several of the

targets in Closing the Gap, particularly in relation to child health.

“Look at Aboriginal health, what‘s the biggest issue? Well housing’s the biggest problem, In terms of

the lack of adequate sized housing for families who need that housing,” she said. 

“So what is the Commonwealth contributing now?”

She said she would argue the Closing the Gap targets were still achievable. This included the aim of

ensuring that by 2031, the proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people living in

appropriately sized (not overcrowded) housing increased to 88 per cent. The most recent available

data – from 2016 – found 79 per cent of Indigenous Australians lived in housing that was not

overcrowded.

“It is really a matter of political will that the targets will be met. Don’t forget this National

Agreement has been signed by all ministers – the prime minister, the premiers, the chief ministers,

and the president of the Local Government Association,” she said. 

“Targets can be met with dedicated effort, changes to policies and programs that are in line with the

target reform, and substantial investment by all governments.

“So if the targets are not achieved, it is because governments have not been prepared to respond to

the national agreement in full and have not invested the necessary resources in programs and

services to support our people.

“The Commonwealth too is responsible for the meeting of the targets. This is an important point, as

for the targets to be met, all governments need to meet their responsibilities, together and

individually, if we are to achieve the targets.

“We cannot have the back passing of the past between the different levels of government. But the

Commonwealth is doing that on housing now.

“(And we cannot) entertain the notion of the Commonwealth no longer being responsible for areas

like Indigenous housing. We are seeing too much of this already with all governments fumbling

around and no one taking direct responsibility.”
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PAIGE TAYLOR, INDIGENOUS AFFAIRS CORRESPONDENT, WA BUREAU CHIEF

Paige Taylor is from the West Australian goldmining town of Kalgoorlie and went to school all over

the place including Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory and Sydney's north shore. She has

been a reporter sin... Read more
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