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INDIGENOUS AFFAIRS — BIPARTISAN APPROACH 

Motion 

MR J.J.M. BOWLER (Kalgoorlie) [12.35 pm]: I move — 

That this house recognises the need for a bipartisan and new approach on the matter of Indigenous 
affairs. 

Indigenous affairs, or more importantly the failure of Indigenous affairs, is the single biggest issue of our time, 
yet it receives scant attention here in the chamber and I have to ask why. 

I am reminded of a Boulder town council budget meeting in the 1960s when the council was going broke. The 
town was in financial difficulty, yet the annual budget was brought down with a minimum of debate—hardly any 
debate—in a couple of minutes. The council then debated for one hour on whether to purchase a 10 shilling, or 
$1, clock to save the young girl working in reception from having to walk out into Burt Street and look up at the 
town hall clock to see whether it was time to go to lunch. Everyone had an opinion about the $1 clock, yet the 
budget was too big, too daunting and too complex and no-one wanted to talk about it. I liken Indigenous affairs 
in Australia to the Boulder council budget in the 1960s. The problems are so complex, so all consuming and so 
difficult that collectively we give them little attention, yet everyone has an opinion on the equivalent of the 
$1 clock, the $1 billion football stadium, and whether we need it, where it should be built and how many bars it 
will have. 

Today I call on both sides of the chamber to, at least for Indigenous affairs in our state, put aside politics and 
differences and act in a bipartisan way to solve what appears to be the dilemma of our generation. Take my word 
for it, the problems are crushing in almost every aspect of community life, including education, health, housing, 
employment and law and order—you name it. The problem is worse today than it was a decade ago, and a 
decade ago it was worse than it was the decade before. I recently told The West Australian journalist Steve 
Pennells that he had done a commendable job reporting the breakdown of family life in Halls Creek and, more 
recently, the alleged abandonment of Aboriginal children in Laverton in my electorate; however, if he wanted, he 
could throw a dart at a board containing the issues I have spoken about and then throw another dart at a map of 
regional Western Australia, go to that town and find a story about the issue identified by his first dart. That is 
how bad it is. 

If I needed confirmation that all aspects of Indigenous life are spiralling out of control, I got it when I spoke to 
the member for Pilbara last week. The member for Pilbara is a most staunch defender of Indigenous rights, a 
champion of their causes and someone who has never forgotten why he entered Parliament—to help those less 
fortunate. When I raised this matter with him, I saw the look in his eyes as he said almost in a whisper—I think 
because he found it almost too dreadful to contemplate—that he could not believe how quickly it was 
deteriorating, and I knew then that my worst fears had been confirmed.  

This came after I had put out a statement saying that at camp 6 on the outskirts of Boulder—a place that is worse 
than Soweto, and, for that matter, any part of Indigenous life in Australia—we need to get people off welfare. I 
do not want to demonise the poor; they are an easy target, and too often in Australia we have had political capital 
made out of them. But we, the leaders of Australia, and particularly those of us in this house, need to somehow 
get these people off welfare and into mainstream society. That is easy to say, but very hard to do. That is why I 
am appealing to all members today that we combine our collective knowledge and our collective wisdom, and 
even our passions, to find a way forward. We cannot let what has been happening over the past 20 years 
continue. 

How do we take away from these people the little that they do receive, almost a pittance, keeping them on the 
edge of poverty, or even putting them into poverty, so that they will find the encouragement to seek a better life 
for themselves? I do not know the answer to that question. But I do know that collectively, not just through the 
Western Australian Parliament, but through all state Parliaments, and the federal Parliament, and through our 
collective bureaucracies, we can find, and we need to find, a better way forward. Although I do not know the big 
answer to the big question of how we can move these people from welfare to independence, I do know that in 
parts of my electorate, such as the Ngaanyatjarra lands, CDEP should not only have been retained for the 
medium term, but strengthened. People might say that I am saying that government should get out of it, but I am 
then saying that government should put more money into it. The problem is that by enabling the people of the 
lands to get onto Jobstart, that has seen hundreds, and across Australia thousands, of people drift from their lands 
and into regional towns such as Alice Springs, and now they are heading towards Kalgoorlie. CDEP was not 
perfect, and it was abused in many ways, but it is better than the alternative, which is Jobstart. If CDEP funding 
was increased to provide a worthwhile incentive, it would be successful in the lands, where there are no jobs, 
there is no industry and there are no mines. So, we need to provide alternatives in those places. Government is 
not the answer. Government has never been the answer and it never will be the answer. People everywhere need 
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to be made responsible and more accountable for their actions. Once again, that is easier said than done, but it 
needs to be done. There is no other answer. There is no other way forward. We need to turn this around, or be 
condemned as the generation that allowed a proud people to disintegrate before our very eyes into what for many 
of them must be a living hell. That all sounds very depressing and without hope. It is not like me to be like that. I 
want to be positive and give these people hope, but it is only collectively that we can do this.  

A lot of good things are being done by a lot of good people. I read over the weekend about changes that are 
being made in the Northern Territory Department of Education and Training that appear to be working. I am also 
aware of changes that are being made in our health and educations systems that also appear to be working. But, 
sadly, for every success, it appears that there are two or three failures. I recall going to Leonora District High 
School in my electorate and meeting the schoolteacher from Coonana, Juleene, and I said to her, “What are you 
doing here? Why aren’t you at your school?”, and she said, “I haven’t had a child at my school for the whole of 
the term”—and it was about week 7 or week 8 of the term. When I went to Blackstone recently and visited the 
school, the teacher was there, but not one kid. 

Recently, when I made my statement about how we need to get Aboriginal people off welfare, I received only 
support. I have to say that I was surprised by that. I thought I would be attacked from some quarters. I was 
expecting that. But I then thought: Why would I be attacked? Why would anyone want these people to remain on 
welfare? Why would anyone want this situation to continue? Sure, some people who are involved in the welfare 
process might lose their jobs. These people feel in their hearts that they are doing good work, but we all know, I 
think, that collectively and in the long term, welfare is not the answer.  

Among the responses that I got when I made that statement was an email from a person who talked about the 
1970s in Kalgoorlie, when every Aboriginal held down a job, either as an air-leg miner, as a truck driver, or on a 
Main Roads’ gang as a grader driver. Harry Carmody, a friend of mine, was regarded as the best grader driver in 
the Goldfields. There was even an Aboriginal hospital matron, the wonderful Sadie Canning, who ran Leonora 
hospital with an iron fist. This email went on to say, “Then came the paternalistic hand-out policies from 
Canberra. What a disaster that was.”  

In the Speaker’s gallery today—purely by chance, because I thought I would be giving this speech yesterday—is 
my friend Joe Lanagan. Joe has been blind since he was a young boy. When I first met Joe, who is from Halls 
Creek, I thought: what can a blind Aboriginal do in Halls Creek? Joe got a job working in the local radio station, 
and he did a fantastic job—so good that he came to Kalgoorlie when I was at the ABC to train local Indigenous 
people on how to set up the Aboriginal radio station in Kalgoorlie. That was his job. It was probably the only job 
that Joe could have done, but he did it fantastically, and he is renowned throughout Western Australia for that. 

Another email that came to me was from an Esperance resident who works in Crisis Care. This person said that 
nothing has improved; if anything, the situation, after almost two decades, is worse. This person said also that 
the expectation from their clients is that everything they get is owed to them, and there is no responsibility for 
anything they get or anything that they have. 

No-one would disagree that we need to get all people, black and white, off welfare and into employment. The 
scary thing is that if we cannot do that now, with the labour shortages that exist the Goldfields, the Pilbara and 
the Kimberley, how will we be able to do that when our economy returns to its normal balance? Just how much 
tough love we administer, and how we do that, and over what period, is the big question that we must answer. 
All I know is that what we are doing now in my electorate, and I suspect elsewhere in regional Western 
Australia, is not the answer. Unless major changes are made, we will still be saying the same things in another 
generation; and I expect that the only change then will be that, once again, things will have gotten worse. 
Making no change is not an option. But in making these changes, as I have said about CDEP, we must listen to 
the Indigenous leaders themselves, so that the people will come along with us.  

These changes need to reflect the fact that Aboriginal communities have different capabilities and different 
structures. An example of that is the Tjuntjuntjarra community in my electorate. Tjuntjuntjarra was the last big 
tribe to come into Western civilisation. Right now, the best thing for these people is not to force them into 
employment—I am not being hypocritical here—but help them maintain their culture and their traditions. It will 
be another generation or two before the Tjuntjuntjarra people join what I believe should be happening right now 
to the urbanised Indigenous people throughout WA, in Leonora, in Laverton, in Kalgoorlie and in other parts of 
my electorate; that is, getting them straightaway, or as soon as possible, off welfare and into employment. 

Not all members of the house have the large Indigenous populations in their electorates that some of us have, but 
that does not mean that they should not become involved in helping us find a way forward. As my late father told 
me, every problem that Aboriginals have, we created. Native title, particularly in its current form, is not the 
answer. Native title in its current form—the federal government needs to revisit this—just causes some people to 
have a lot of money, and the vast bulk to have nothing, except resentment and hatred where once there was 
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harmony and a lot of family love. All native title has done in its current form is split families, and even larger 
tribes. 

I have been heartened by the response that I have received from my colleagues in this place, from both sides, 
who agree that we need to be given more time to debate this motion, so that when we come back after the winter 
recess, they can participate in what I think a lot of people realise is a debate that needs to be had in this chamber. 

In finishing, I need to say this: if the collective passion and desire to help of caring Australians is like a light, 
then we must shine that light to light up the path on which our first Australians must walk. We cannot carry 
them. In the end, only they can make that long walk, by themselves.  

MR T.G. STEPHENS (Pilbara) [12.49 pm]: I appreciate that I have only about 30 seconds to reply to this 
motion, but I will take the call to say to the member for Kalgoorlie and to the house that obviously there is 
content in the member’s speech that deserves consideration by this chamber before the motion is brought back 
for resolution by this house. The motion calls for a bipartisan approach to Indigenous affairs, and there is merit 
in that. There is also the complexity in such an approach of quarantining Aboriginal affairs from the scrutiny of 
the opposition in this chamber. For me, many of the issues of the Indigenous community need to be tackled by 
the three spheres of government. 

Debate adjourned, pursuant to standing orders. 
 


