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ABORIGINAL COMMUNITIES — CLOSURE 
Motion 

HON KEN TRAVERS (North Metropolitan) [10.17 am] — without notice: I move — 

That this house expresses concern at the Barnett government’s intention to close a number of remote 
Aboriginal communities, and calls on the government to — 

(a) consult directly with the communities on their future; and 

(b) recognise that the size and geographic location of communities throughout regional 
Western Australia should not be the sole determinant of whether they receive state support. 

As members of Parliament, we are very fortunate members of society because, firstly, we are in a position to 
have a debate on an issue as important as the one this morning; and, secondly, as members of Parliament we 
have an opportunity that many people in our community never have—that is, to visit many of the communities 
that make up the great state of Western Australia. Not many people will have visited some of the communities 
that we will be talking about this morning. I would have loved to have visited more than I have, but I have had 
the opportunity in my time as a member of Parliament to visit remote Aboriginal communities across the length 
and breadth of Western Australia, but predominantly in the Pilbara and Kimberley. Members may recall that one 
of the great things that I did when I was the shadow Minister for Electoral Affairs was to highlight something 
that I always felt was an absolute injustice. Many of the communities were given mobile polling stations 
although they were larger in population than the communities in the south west corner of the state that had 
polling stations for the day. 

I want to start by congratulating not only the Electoral Commission, but also everybody who ensured that at least 
five remote Aboriginal communities got a polling place at the last state election. I wanted to start with a positive 
message. I thought it was great that rather than places such as Balgo and Bidyadanga being treated very poorly, 
considering their population base, they were given a polling booth on the day of the election and treated the same 
as other communities across the state of Western Australia. I thought that was a really positive move and a sign 
of the fact that we would all be working together to recognise these remote communities as a legitimate part of 
the fabric of Western Australia. 

I wanted to make another point at the outset of this debate before getting into what the current WA state 
government is doing. Although today’s motion is about the Barnett government’s intention to close a number of 
remote Aboriginal communities and our response to that decision, none of us should forget that the federal 
government is largely responsible for the fact that we are having this debate today. The withdrawal of 
commonwealth funding is, in part, causing the issues that we face in these communities. The federal government 
has a responsibility that goes back to the 1967 referendum, which is still considered by many as one of the great 
watershed moments in Australia’s history. Even though we are a state Parliament dealing with state issues, none 
of us should ever forget the failure of the commonwealth government. Considering the willingness of the 
Barnett government to rail against the commonwealth government, I am surprised that it has not been more vocal 
in making that point about the withdrawal of the commonwealth. I also make it clear that I recognise that it is not 
just the commonwealth government at fault, although what it has done is absolutely abhorrent; federal 
governments have been withdrawing services for some time. As the shadow Minister for Transport, one of the 
things that has been raised regularly with me, going back to the previous federal Labor government, is the 
withdrawal of funding for road access into a number of these communities. That caused a major issue for local 
governments. I accept that it is a problem. Canberra has not always got this issue right but the current federal 
government’s decision to withdraw funding completely goes beyond anything that has ever happened in the past 
and is an absolute disgrace. 

I wanted to talk about two things today. First, what outcome should we look for in dealing with this issue? 
Second, what process should be followed to achieve that outcome? There is no doubt in my mind, sadly, that this 
debate has already started off on the wrong foot. The government has made a decision that has set this debate off 
and, in that sense, it has done it very poorly. I hope all members in this chamber will take this matter very 
seriously. I urge members who are interested to read a discussion paper on remote Aboriginal communities that 
was prepared in the other place in the thirty-seventh Parliament and tabled back in 2007. It is quite an instructive 
lesson for all of us about how a multi-party committee can work together to produce some really good 
informative debate. That committee was chaired by Hon Tom Stephens. Its deputy chair was the current 
Deputy Premier and Minister for Health, Kim Hames. I will give acknowledgement where it is deserved. I think 
Kim did some good things for some of the regional communities in Western Australia when he was the 
Minister for Aboriginal Affairs. He introduced a range of good policies. The one that he is often given credit for 
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is the policy relating to swimming pools. I give credit where it is due. He was the deputy chair of that committee, 
and is now Deputy Premier. He understands and is well across these issues. 

Hon Tom Stephens wrote in his foreword — 

Any genuine attempt to tackle challenging areas of public policy needs to be guided by the lessons of 
history. Without a working knowledge of our history we can be too easily destined to relive it. This is 
particularly the case in the area of Indigenous affairs. 

Those words just come ringing back to us today. We are going down the path of reliving the mistakes of the past. 
That report gives a fantastic outline of the background of this issue, the state provisions, the role of the 
referendum and the role of the commonwealth—a real history. It came up with two findings that are quite crucial 
to today’s debate. Proposed finding 1 states — 

There is little available evidence to demonstrate the benefits of recentralisation from small to large 
remote Aboriginal communities; and there is some evidence to the contrary, particularly in relation to 
health outcomes. 

That should ring in our ears. The second thing I wanted to highlight was the committee’s proposed 
recommendation 1, which states — 

The State should obtain research into the viability or otherwise of the small remote Aboriginal 
communities, informed, at least in part by the views of the residents of these and other remote 
Aboriginal communities. 

Sadly, Hon Tom Stephens retired from Parliament not long after that report was tabled and, sadly, there was 
a change of government. I would have thought that the current government would have taken up the proposed 
findings and recommendations and we might have started to do some of the work outlined. Sadly, that did not 
occur. 

We then fast forward to where we are today. The Premier has said that the government will need to close 
between 100 and 150 of the 274 remote Aboriginal communities in this state. In preparing for this debate, I came 
across some interesting figures of how many people live in those communities. The report that I mentioned states 
that there are 17 000 people in those communities. The other day the Premier claimed that there are 
12 000 people living in those communities. I ask members in this chamber to think for a moment what would 
happen if we said to people, without any warning, preparation or discussion, that we are going to close 
150 communities and towns across Western Australia that have a population of 17 000. Just imagine what we as 
white people, in the main, sitting in this chamber would say if they were communities in the wheatbelt or some 
other part of the state. We would be outraged, disgusted and completely and collectively appalled. We have had 
a debate in this place about the amalgamation of local governments, not the closing of communities. Strong 
views have been expressed in this chamber about that. We are talking about removing people’s homes. We 
should think of the movie The Castle. People’s homes are their personal castles. Despite it being a very funny 
movie, there was a really serious message in it. We are talking about moving people out of their homes and we 
have not even set up a process to talk to these people about a plan. We are leaving them in doubt. Are they living 
in one of the 150 communities out of the 274 communities? It is a disgrace. It is not a disgrace at a party political 
level; it is a disgrace if each and every one of us in this chamber does not stand up and put across the view that it 
is an abhorrent concept to say to people that we are going to move them out of their homes. We will not just 
move them out of their homes but their health outcomes will be lessened for it. Imagine if we went out there and 
said that tomorrow we will allow asbestos through the community because we cannot afford not to and we will 
just let it happen. Again, we would be outraged. Again, it has been proposed in this debate that we will leave 
people in limbo. That is the other issue that is absolutely abhorrent in this debate—we are leaving people in 
limbo and they have no idea where their future home will be. That is why I have moved this motion in the house 
today. 

The opposition spokesperson for Aboriginal affairs, Ben Wyatt—as well as being a fantastic member of 
Parliament, he is also Aboriginal—and our member for Kimberley, Josie Farrer, have already talked to 
communities in regional Western Australia that are likely to be affected, to make sure that they know that some 
people want to hear their views and find a pathway forward. It may be that those communities themselves will 
say that they want to do certain things, and I do not have a problem with that. Sometimes we must work through 
these issues with people. What they want and what is in their best interests may be two different things, but we 
must work with them through that process. The first thing that needs to happen is not just for Ben Wyatt and 
Josie Farrar, but for the government to outline a proper process for consulting with the people who will be 
affected.  
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If we were talking about white communities in the south west, there would be absolute outrage, and I have 
outrage in me when I talk about this issue. We need to have a community debate, and I urge and implore the 
government to put that process in place as quickly as possible so that people understand it. The problem for the 
government is to demonstrate to those people that genuine consultation is taking place—that it is not sham 
consultation after a decision has already been made. That will be hard—the opposition will do anything it can to 
assist the government—but the government needs to be genuine and say that no decision has been made, and that 
we are starting from scratch in the consultation process. If it were anybody else, we would be finding the money 
to keep those communities open. There are many far smaller communities in the south west, and there is no 
discussion about closing them down. 

The second issue is that we need to recognise that the size and geographic location of communities in regional 
Western Australia should not be the sole determinants of whether they receive state support, whether it involves 
five people in the middle of the Kimberley or in the wheatbelt. I have been to some remote communities on the 
Fitzroy River and I can damn well understand why people want to go and live there. When I hear people say that 
their job opportunities are better if they get moved into a city, I get angry, because those people have 
a meaningful, productive and rewarding life in those communities, within their culture, and they should be 
entitled to that. I am envious of them in some ways, because I think their quality of life is fantastic, but I accept 
that that is not always the case in some communities. 

It should not be about where they are located or their size. It is a far more complex matter. If the government 
feels it is about economics, it should make the rules for everybody, because if it does not, this comes down to 
a structural racism. If it is not a case of every community being treated equally and judged by the same set of 
criteria, we are setting up a pathway to structural racism. It may not be intended, but that is the end result of what 
is proposed under the government’s plans at this stage. It must treat all communities with the same dignity and 
respect, and not judge them solely on the basis of size or geographic location. 

I hope we get support for this motion from around this chamber. I understand that the government will not want 
to be seen to be condemning itself, but I hope the spirit of what we are saying here today will be carried out of 
this chamber and across the community to find a better way of approaching this issue. These are people who 
have rights and dignity and deserve to be treated with respect before we make decisions about where they live 
and their communities. They should be actively involved in the process; they should be consulted on the basis 
that they are treated the same as every other Western Australian citizen. I urge members to support this motion, 
and to both publicly and privately ensure that we get a damn sight better process than what has happened to date 
in dealing with this issue. 

HON STEPHEN DAWSON (Mining and Pastoral) [10.35 am]: I, too, rise to support the motion of 
Hon Ken Travers that the house expresses its concern at the Barnett government’s intention to close a number of 
Aboriginal communities and calls on the government to do a couple of things, including consulting directly with 
communities on their future. I support Hon Ken Travers’ comments that this policy looks racist; in fact, it is 
racist. If the government intends to close small communities in this state because they are not viable, it should be 
closing them right around the state. There are communities in the south west and the wheatbelt, as 
Hon Ken Travers said, that have smaller populations than these. While this issue is left hanging, and the Premier 
does not announce a plan, it looks racist, and I am going to call it racist. 
Many of these communities are in my electorate, I have spent time in many of them, and I know the people who 
live in them. There are social issues in some of these communities of domestic violence, substance abuse and 
a range of nasty things. However, we should be working together to fix those problems. We should not be simply 
saying that the community should be closed down, and that will solve the problem. The sad reality is that that 
will not solve the problem. If members pick up any newspaper in my electorate they would see front pages like 
that in the Broome Advertiser about antisocial behaviour in the town. The fact is that many people have to come 
into places like Broome already to access services, particularly health services. When they get into towns like 
Broome there is simply no place for them to stay, so they camp on the grass at Male Oval in the middle of town. 
They end up drinking, and they cause antisocial behaviour, but it is fair to say that they are not only Aboriginal 
people; there are non-Aboriginal people in this town causing issues. There is no place for these people to stay, 
and that is the situation now, when we have communities. If we were to close small Aboriginal communities 
throughout Western Australia, where would we put these people? I have asked questions in estimates hearings 
and in the chamber about public housing waiting lists throughout the state. In Port Hedland at the moment there 
are about 250 names on the Department of Housing waiting list looking for accommodation. About 50 of those 
individuals or families are on the priority waiting list for housing. That issue is the same in Broome, Karratha 
and Kalgoorlie. We simply do not have enough places for people to live in and to support people at the moment. 
If this policy were to be implemented, it would simply make the problem even worse. 
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I will ask a question of the government later today about how many communities are on the list of those that are 
believed to be unviable. Just to be clear about how many communities we are talking about, I have seen reports 
that 100 remote Indigenous communities are at risk, and others that the number could be 150. We need to know 
what we are talking about. At the end of the day, we are talking about thousands of people that the government is 
hell-bent on moving from where they are to create a problem elsewhere. I am not sure whether this was just — 
Hon Ken Travers: A thought bubble? 

Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: A thought bubble—I was going to use another word. I am not sure whether this 
was just simply a thought bubble from the Premier last week, because when he made the statement it just came 
out of nowhere. There is no plan attached to it. There was no plan for consultation or whatever. Plain and simply, 
the Premier has come out and caused chaos. He has caused chaos right throughout my electorate because people 
do not know where they stand. People do not know whether they will be kicked off their land and displaced 
again. Bear in mind that many of these people have been displaced many times before by successive 
governments—both federal and state. What are we doing? We are just creating another crisis in the system. 

I have to say that a lot of money is being spent at the moment on some of these communities by both state and 
federal governments. I think residents in the communities share the same concerns that I have: I do not think that 
a lot of that money is actually reaching the communities. I know that a range of non-government organisations 
have been funded to provide services, but I have to say that I am sceptical about whether those services are being 
provided. 

I spoke in the past few weeks about the Warralong community outside Port Hedland that I have been assisting 
over the past few months to get to the bottom of some of the issues in that community. I have been out there 
a couple of times in the past few weeks. When I go there, the place looks like what I can only describe as 
a Third World community. It is like something I would see in a poor African country. It is an absolute shame that 
we see communities like this in Western Australia. It is not because these communities are small; it seems to be 
that some of these communities have been forgotten. We need to tackle this problem. 

We have just been through a huge mining boom in this state. This city is getting a new billion-dollar stadium, 
this city is getting a new half a billion dollar Elizabeth Quay project, yet what have many of these communities 
received from government? Absolutely nothing! What will they receive and what will they see from the mining 
boom? Absolutely nothing! In fact, having been through this mining boom, they will see the end of their 
community. Not only will they get no direct benefit, but also they will actually be displaced. That is a real shame 
and that is a real concern to me. When I have raised this issue with groups in my electorate over the past few 
days, they have all said that they had not heard a word about this issue from government until the Premier’s 
statement, or the Premier’s thought bubble, last week. They have not been consulted, they have not been told 
about a plan, and they have not been told what it means for them. 
I want to place on the record some of the views that were shared with me and I will quote from the 
Kimberley Land Council, which put out a press release last week on 13 November. The press release headed 
“Barnett turns his back on Aboriginal people” states — 

The Barnett Government’s plan to shut down Aboriginal communities is discriminatory and unjust, says 
KLC Chairman Anthony Watson. 
Closing up to 150 remote communities and forcing people to move into towns will not solve any 
problems, he said, but make them worse. 
“If the WA State Government cannot continue to service remote communities, how is it going to cope 
with the extra service demands put on towns because of an increased population?” Mr Watson said. 
“Colin Barnett has turned his back on Aboriginal people. His solution is to give up and do nothing at 
all. To say there is no answer; is not good enough. There is always an answer. 

I have to commend the government for doing some great work in the south west with the Noongar people. It is 
bringing forward an agreement that will be momentous for those people and that is deserved by those people. On 
one hand we are seeing the Noongar people get well-deserved respect and acknowledgement of their lands, yet at 
the same time we are seeing a government telling Aboriginal communities that they will be closed down. We are 
also seeing a state government that proposes to make big changes to the Aboriginal Heritage Act, about which 
again Aboriginal people are outraged. I know that a green paper has been put out and that there is a consultation 
document about changes to the Aboriginal Heritage Act, but I hope that the government listens to the concerns 
and to the voices that have been speaking loudly against these changes. 

Ten minutes runs out very quickly. As I said, we will see chaos and dysfunction right around the towns of 
regional Western Australia as a result of this policy. I urge the state government and I urge the Premier to not 
move forward on this. I urge the Premier to consult. I urge him to sit down and talk through a plan with 
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Aboriginal groups and organisations about what those communities need, and to not proceed with an ill-thought 
through policy that will wreck people’s lives. 

Distinguished Visitor — Hon Murray Nixon 

THE PRESIDENT (Hon Barry House): I will give the call to Hon Dave Grills and note other members who 
seek the call. Before he starts his contribution, it is always nice to see former members drop into the 
Legislative Council and I welcome Hon Murray Nixon, former member for the Agricultural Region, to the 
President’s gallery. 

HON DAVE GRILLS (Mining and Pastoral) [10.44 am]: I want to thank Hon Ken Travers for moving this 
motion in non-government business and for his contribution, and I would like to add my contribution to this 
debate. Ten minutes is not long to talk; however, I have to say that no process has started yet, as far as I know. 
I do not know which places people go to and speak to constituents. I have just come back from 10 days in the 
Kimberley and this issue came up while I was there talking about other things but I did not hear that pessimistic 
view of Hon Ken Travers. I look at other opportunities for people to take up and work collectively with when 
something has happened. 

I will talk today about a community in the goldfields called Coonana. I can talk about this community because 
when I was a police officer I was on the committee that worked with the people in the community and helped 
them continue or to move on to something else; and I was quite proud of that. Unfortunately, Coonana closed 
down, but that was the way it was meant to be. Coonana is 170 kilometres east of Kalgoorlie–Boulder on the 
Trans Access Road in the electorate of Mining and Pastoral Region. As I said, I spent a bit of time there. In the 
1950s the Spinifex people were living at Maralinga in the Great Victoria Desert, but they were dispossessed 
from their homelands, as we know, to allow for atomic testing. The people were placed at Cundalee but there 
were issues with water and Coonana was found to be a better place, so in the mid-1980s the people moved to 
Coonana. 

There are three sides to every story—your side, my side and the facts. I am used to saying that because we need 
to deal with the facts. We do not need to be running around, scaring people and coming up with notions such as 
the world is going to fall down around our ears. I have had a look at the census and it shows that the population 
of Coonana — 

Several members interjected. 

The PRESIDENT: Order! The member on their feet has the perfect right to be heard without a chorus of 
interjections. 

Hon DAVE GRILLS: It is funny to note that when we introduce facts, up comes the old emotive attitude of, 
“Let’s chuck a brick in the bucket of water and make the biggest splash we can.” 

In the last census in 2006, 76 people were living in Coonana, and of these 37 were male and 39 were female. The 
population stayed that way and there was not much reporting on the community. However, I know, because 
I used to go out there and talk about things, that the population increased by a lot. People from other places who 
felt that they had a connection with the community would go out there and talk about Coonana. However, they 
never really represented what the people of Coonana actually thought, because they were the ones who quite 
often sat in the background and did not say much because other people were talking for them—people who lived 
in Kalgoorlie–Boulder and other places who may have had other interests. 

I agree with Hon Stephen Dawson that the money does not seem to get through to these places and that we 
should have a look at where the money actually goes. There might be some interesting outcomes with regard to 
how that money is spent. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: Let’s do an audit! 

Hon DAVE GRILLS: Let us do an audit, yes, and let us square away those people who put their hand out and 
keep saying that! 

Several members interjected. 

The PRESIDENT: Order! 

Hon DAVE GRILLS: Yes, I agree with the government. Other than that, that is what we should do. 

I spoke to quite a few people and I have some stories with me from some Coonana residents. A couple of them 
no longer live there. I think only one person lives there now. They said that they would like the place to get back 
to the way it was with the way the families were and what have you. It would be nice to do that. It would be nice 
to have that happen again. It would be terrific. But, unfortunately, the cost of that and the outcomes of it just 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Thursday, 20 November 2014] 

 p8444a-8455a 
Hon Ken Travers; Hon Stephen Dawson; President; Hon Dave Grills; Hon Robin Chapple; Hon Peter Collier; 

Hon Alanna Clohesy; Hon Peter Katsambanis 

 [6] 

would not balance up. The community had a terrific school. I used to visit the school and talk to the kids. As 
a police officer I went to the store there and actually conducted a security audit on the store to stop people 
breaking into it—their own people. I bought the last two bags of dog food in that store, and I fed the dogs that 
were there—I hope PGA does not hear that. I fed the last dogs there, because it broke my heart to see the dogs 
and people living like that. We have moved on from there. On moving on, a fellow called Christopher claims 
that social issues played a big part in the community’s downfall. Another former resident said — 

“I used to live in Cundalee then we moved to Coonana, it was good back in that time, everything was 
running smooth. 
“A lot of staff (were) still working, we had a clinic running there. 
“But we had problems there, since white staff moved on, that’s when the problems start. 

“I lived there for many years … (People began to) steal money, steal money from the shop and since 
then that’s why the government can’t fund the place.” 

Yes, that is true. It took lots for me as a single police officer to travel out on my own 170 kilometres from 
Kalgoorlie–Boulder to talk to people about making their community safe, and what have you, with nothing 
except for me in a uniform, sitting down and having a yarn with a few people. That was my best effort; we need 
to do better than that and we can do better than that. 

The people from Coonana decided that they needed to move on, so they went to Tjuntjuntjara another 
530 kilometres east. It is the Spinifex people’s country and is very close to the border. Out there the people from 
Coonana were accepted because they are family, but all of a sudden it put a bigger impost on what they did with 
the stores and everything else. The point is that we need to manage this and we need to manage it really well. We 
do not need yesterday’s emotive arguments in the other place. I sat and listened to the debate and I honestly 
shook my head and thought to myself, “I did not come here to do this. This is not why I became a member of 
Parliament.” I listened to the debate and thought, “Get over it. Get better at it.” We talk about bipartisanism, but 
we do not often do it, because, whatever happens, it turns out like so many things here, it becomes a political 
argument and that is the end of the story and we might as well forget it and sit back and keep talking about the 
rubbish that we talk about sometimes. I listened to Hon Terry Redman. He called for a bipartisan joint house 
committee to deal with this and some other things. I listened to members’ arguments against that, and I thought 
their arguments were not about being bipartisan. That did not come across. All that came across was the 
argument “You’re doing this and we are doing that. We don’t like what you do. We will make it this way.” 
I think it will be very hard to do that. With that conversation going on it will be very hard for anybody in either 
place to say anything that will have an outcome for these people. I think that we should support 
Hon Terry Redman and the Western Australian National Party’s call to look at this and how it works, because 
we are regional WA. This is us, not somebody who lives in Perth who wanders off into the north west or 
Kimberley and thinks what a wonderful place—we live there. The point is that we know a little bit better and we 
can give a bit more input than people might think we can. I would like to see a joint house committee to have 
Aboriginal people recognised in our Constitution. I think a better way to do that that has everybody’s 
wholehearted participation rather than a you-versus-me thing, is to say that the outcome that we want is a better 
outcome for not only Aboriginal people but also non-Aboriginal people. Look at all the work that is available in 
the Kimberley and the second generation of people who do not have a work ethic or the ability to get to the 
places that they need to. We do not need to bring anybody else in; we need to get the people there to start taking 
part in what they do in their country: to get out there, to get back on the stations to breed cattle and do all the 
things that we need to do. That development will only come if we work together, not independently. 

HON ROBIN CHAPPLE (Mining and Pastoral) [10.54 am]: I thank Hon Ken Travers for bringing this 
motion on today. It is a highly emotional motion. I think it is important to preface my contribution to this debate 
by acknowledging the elders, past and present, of the Noongar Wjadjuk people on whose land we stand today, 
because that is the essence of this debate. It is actually about land. This not about ownership of land, but that the 
land owns people. In the 1970s and 1980s, I was very lucky to work out through the Central Desert in what was 
colloquially called the Outstation Movement. In the 1970s, we brought Indigenous people in from the desert to 
communities such as Papunya, Haasts Bluff, Jigalong and many other places. We need to understand they 
became a dysfunctional problem. State and federal governments were faced with suicides, drug abuse, gunja use 
and petrol sniffing. One of the ways they dealt with the problem—sorry; I need to go back just briefly. At the 
time we brought the Pintup, Warlpiri, Luritja and Arrernte people together. They had never been together, and so 
we had paybacks and antisocial behaviour between the groups. An interesting point raised by Hon Dave Grills is 
that the displaced people who went out to Tjuntjuntjara are finding it problematic because they do not come from 
that country. It is about country. To suggest the idea that we should take people away from country breaches the 
fundamental belief system and culture of Indigenous people. It will also cost us a heap of dough. We have seen 
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that in the past. Studies in the Northern Territory show that having someone on country means that the 
community is approximately $260 000 better off in terms of Indigenous health application than if they were not 
on country. That is because their wellbeing is better and they get out and do things such as working in ranger 
programs. 

I want to say to the Premier—I do not speak Noongar, I speak a smattering of Western Desert—Premier, nyuntu 
jingurlu rama rama. In essence, that is: “stop being stupid”. There is another word “kata kura”, which is a little 
more offensive and translates to “stop being mad”. I believe it is stupid for the Premier to go down this path. 
I accept that the Premier has a problem. I refer to an article in The Weekend West of Saturday, 15 November in 
which the Premier talked about the problems he is facing due to federal government cuts. He went on to say — 

“There are other issues,” … “Kids aren’t getting the education they deserve, health care is incredibly 
difficult, domestic violence in some cases, neglect, abuse of children … 

He has never ever looked at any of the stats, because the stats show exactly the reverse. Remote communities are 
better and more wholesome, and there are low levels of suicide, drug abuse and petrol sniffing. Most of the 
outstations use Opal or they only have diesel, so there is no opportunity for petrol sniffing. It is actually a better 
health outcome. Look at the suicide rates in areas where we bring people in, such as around Newman and some 
of the other towns; that is where we have dysfunction and conflict. Economically, it is a very stupid move. 
Interestingly, we have to remember that last night, Senator Scullion said of the WA government — 

They may well blame it on me, and that is not too difficult to do. It is a fact that they are already paid 
through the financial assistance grants which are indexed against both Indigenous people and against 
remoteness. The Western Australian government and the South Australian government—every 
jurisdiction around this country—gets that money already. I am not sure where that money goes in 
Western Australia and South Australia and other places. It is not reasonable to ask for the 
Commonwealth government to then further subsidise their payments to white people in leafy suburbs 
somewhere else when they should be making those payments to the most needy constituents. 

That is the federal government’s view of the state government’s response to the removal of federal government 
funding. I acknowledge that the funding has been removed, but, as Senator Scullion said, he does not believe it 
should be having the effect that Mr Barnett is running out. I just want to quickly establish what homelands 
means. One of our concepts is that land is owned. To traditional people the land is their foundation, it is not 
a possession; the land owns them. Until we—I will use Scullion’s words—white people in leafy suburbs can 
understand where Indigenous people get their sustenance, culture and belief systems from, we will not get it. As 
I say, I was heavily involved in the homelands movement on behalf of the Whitlam government throughout the 
Western Desert and Papunya. The movement was actually about making people whole, cutting costs, and 
creating a better social, economic and environmental outcome. I plead with the Premier to go back and look at 
some of the statements made and the reports that have been done. He should even go back to the 
Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody report that talks about the homelands and outstation 
movement as being a healing process. Indigenous people are the constituents of this government and this 
Parliament. I appeal to people to understand that we have a legal and moral responsibility to look at the interests 
of all people in this state. To say that they are costing us too much without doing the analysis and without even 
discussing the matter with Indigenous people is shallow. 

The homelands movement dates back to the 1970s. It was about Aboriginal people going from larger  
mission-run settlements into the country for wellness. Aboriginal people left many of the major settlements 
because there was a high level of social dysfunction. Petrol sniffing, youth suicide, teenage pregnancy and 
disrespect for elders made them want to get away from the bad things. It is interesting to note that unless 
a person understood the skin system, the control mechanism the elders had over people in their smaller 
communities when they were brought together into Papunya dissipated because they no longer had the method of 
control. In Western Australia, we started the homelands movement in about 1980 and by 1999 there were 
225 outstations across the state. That has now increased, as we have seen, but it is so important for the wellbeing 
of our broader community—not just our Aboriginal community—that we maintain those communities. Recently 
authorities visited Balgo, one of Western Australia’s most remote major Aboriginal communities, and threatened 
its demolition if the feud between two family groups did not stop. The local elder Tossy Baadjo said, “Where 
will we go? We do not suit to live in a town. This is our home.” If it were any other community that had social 
dysfunction we would help fix it, so why threaten to close a community because of social dysfunction? We 
should do something about it. They are our people and our constituents. Thank you. 

HON PETER COLLIER (North Metropolitan — Minister for Aboriginal Affairs) [11.03 am]: I have 
enjoyed the debate thus far and I appreciate the motion. I thought it was actually — 
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The PRESIDENT: Order! It is always nice to have visitors in the public gallery. Can I point out to visitors in 
the public gallery, you are welcome but you must sit down and not roam around the gallery itself.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: I thank members for their contribution. I appreciate the tone of the motion and I think 
most people in this chamber would agree with the tone of the motion and its sentiments. I would like to outline 
a few things with regard to three aspects of this debate; first of all, the commonwealth decision to remove the 
funding; secondly, the economic imperative of the argument; and thirdly, and probably more importantly and 
more relevant to this motion, the social–humanitarian implication of the decision from the federal government. 
First of all, as far as the federal government is concerned I was very disappointed that it made the decision to 
remove funding for remote Aboriginal communities. The state government was very disappointed. It has become 
almost commonplace for the federal government, regardless of political persuasion, to make a determination on 
financial means and then leave it up to the state government to make up the cost. It is not a determination 
exclusive to Aboriginal affairs; it transcends a lot of portfolio areas and I have been a recipient of that reduction 
in funding. Of course, because most of that service delivery area is provided by the state government, we bear 
the political and social cost of that reduction in funding. 

At the outset I was very disappointed, as was the state government overall, with the fact that the federal 
government has removed funding for service delivery in those remote areas of the state. As has been pointed out, 
there are 274 remote Aboriginal communities throughout Western Australia with a population of around 
12 113 people. Of those communities, 205 are considered permanent and 69 are seasonal or occasionally 
occupied, and 80 per cent of those remote Aboriginal communities are in the Kimberley region. The 
commonwealth announcement will impact on a significant number of those communities because it will impact 
on that municipal service delivery—in particular, water, power and sewerage services. In addition, we still have 
to consider the other service delivery in the areas such as health, education and funding. The withdrawal of 
funding amounts to $29 million per annum and, as a result, the federal government then offered the state 
$90 million—that was it, take it or leave it. We accepted that offer, which would ensure service delivery into 
those remote Aboriginal communities for about two years. As a government we have to determine whether we 
will continue to fund those remote communities. The commonwealth has also withdrawn ongoing infrastructure 
investment in 171 communities previously covered by the municipal and essential service program. The 
estimated cost of providing services in Aboriginal communities over the next 10 years is between $2 billion and 
$6 billion. There is a great differentiation between those amounts but it depends on the number of people in 
those communities and the communities themselves. The consequence is what we are dealing with today—that 
is, what happens with those communities. As the Premier said, it will lead to the closure of a number of those 
communities. That comment is based on—dare I say it—the exclusive economic front. From an economic 
perspective, if the state government does not pick up the tab, which it has been asked to do on a consistent basis 
in a number of areas, these communities will close, but that is not the argument that we need to have here. I am 
pleased to see from members opposite that the argument should centre on the social–humanitarian aspect of the 
funding cuts. We have to decide if those communities are sustainable over a long period, whether we are doing 
what is best for their members, and whether we are providing a sustainable, healthy and positive future for those 
communities. 

Hon Ken Travers: We should have an argument with the Commonwealth Grants Commission about whether 
we get enough money to support them as well. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Well that is another part of the argument. I agree, but either way, we will still have to 
have the sustainability argument. As a community and a bipartisan government—all parties—we still have to 
have that debate about whether some of these communities are not only viable and sustainable, but also 
providing those positive outcomes for their members. That is an argument that will be held. 

That brings me to the motion, which calls on the government to consult directly with communities on their 
future. I say right now in this chamber that there will be considerable consultation with communities. I give that 
undertaking. The second aspect of the motion calls on the government to recognise that the size and geographic 
location of communities throughout regional Western Australia should not be the sole determinant of whether 
they receive state support. Again, that is eminently sensible. There may be a very viable, productive community 
with 10 or 15 people that provides outstanding outcomes for the members of that community. In other instances, 
it is simply not the case. If this debate went for more than an hour, I could stand here all day and talk about the 
educational outcomes of Aboriginal students, particularly in the remote areas of the state, and they are not flash. 
It is almost unbelievable that in the twenty-first century—I do not mean this in a political sense—almost  
two-thirds of Aboriginal students are not meeting minimum benchmarks in the National Assessment Program — 
Literacy and Numeracy test. We need to address collectively the fact that, after all these years, we still cannot 
direct positive outcomes for Aboriginal students and therefore provide for them post their schooling or within 
their community. As I have said, I wish this debate went for a bit longer. We are doing some really good things 
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on the educational front. In fact, our Aboriginal NAPLAN results have consistently improved in the last 
three years, which is a positive sign. 

The government has been proactive in communicating with the Aboriginal community and ensuring that the 
Aboriginal community has been considered as much as possible. As an example, by statute there is the 
Western Australian Aboriginal Advisory Council, which comprises Aboriginal people. Hon Kim Hames 
resurrected that committee; it had been dormant for almost 10 years. When I took over as Minister for 
Aboriginal Affairs almost four years ago, I inherited the WAAAC and we have continued it. I meet with the 
WAAAC regularly. The WAAAC comprises Aboriginal people who consult with me and provide feedback. It is 
a very productive and effective committee. Two months ago, I initiated the inaugural WAAAC summit. It was 
a magnificent occasion. There were about 205 Aboriginal representatives from across Western Australia. The 
positive attitude that permeated that summit was palpable and there was a genuine desire on the part of the 
Aboriginal people at that summit to be proactive and to work with government to ensure that they did all they 
possibly could to provide valued advice to government so that we could make appropriate decisions. As I have 
said, the WAAAC is but one example and is testament to the fact that the Western Australian government is 
listening for a way forward. 

Another example that shows that the government has consulted with the community and has provided a positive 
outcome is the community of Warmun. I was in Warmun with the Premier about six weeks ago. That community 
is sensational. It is a magnificent testament to government and the Aboriginal community working together. As 
we all know, the community was decimated by a flood just a few years ago. The government worked collectively 
with the community and we established the Warmun Aboriginal Community Re-establishment Taskforce. 
Fifteen months after the flood, Warmun was resurrected and the people returned. The Premier and I met with the 
local community; I reckon most of the local community was at the local hall. It was heartening to have these 
positive affirmations bounce off the members of the community and to hear that they were working collectively. 
There is a wonderful program at the school. I went to the local Catholic school up there and looked at what is 
being done at the school. The community is working with the school. It has a no school, no pool policy; if the 
kids do not go to school, they do not go to the pool. There is a patrol at night by local members of the 
community, not the police or the education fraternity. They go around the streets at night and make sure that all 
the kids are at home and are not roaming the streets. The outcomes are fantastic. It was a positive experience to 
go into that school and interact with the students. I appreciate that that is Warmun, and a lot of the communities 
that we are talking about are much smaller. The opportunities for education in those communities are sparse at 
best. 

The other area I would like to talk about briefly—I would like to get on to education—is the subcommittee. 
After the last election, I felt that the role of government and my role as Minister for Aboriginal Affairs were 
relatively redundant, because government departments pretty much just did what they liked. That is pretty much 
the same in all cases. In addition, there was no interaction with the federal government or local jurisdictions, so 
we established the cabinet subcommittee, which I chair. It is a very good subcommittee that is at last seeing 
a coordination of government departments in the provision of service delivery for Aboriginal communities 
throughout Western Australia. Hon Helen Morton, Hon Liza Harvey, Hon Terry Redman and Hon Kim Hames 
are also on the committee, and we draw other members of cabinet on to the subcommittee. The interaction 
ensures that at last there is not a silo approach within government, whereby the Department of Health makes 
a decision, the Department of Education makes a decision and the Department for Child Protection and Family 
Support makes a decision, but that they will actually talk collectively. I am very pleased with the way that that 
committee is going. I am very pleased that at last the directors general of government departments are 
coordinating their decision-making to provide those positive outcomes. We have a few things on the boil through 
interaction with Aboriginal communities to provide those outcomes. I will not say too much at the moment 
because we still have a little way to go. 

As I have said, a significant amount is being done on the ground, and that brings me back to the sentiment of this 
motion, which is to ensure that there is communication with remote Aboriginal communities and that a blanket 
approach is not taken—that is to say that every community with five members will be closed. That would be 
absolutely nonsensical. It just will not happen. There are some very sustainable, productive, proactive and 
positive small communities within the state, especially in the Kimberley region, that will continue, and they will 
continue to be serviced by the Western Australian government. Certainly, over the next 12 months, things will 
remain exactly the same, and that is when the consultation phase will continue. After that, we will need to look at 
things first of all from an economic perspective; that is essential. We have been given this poisoned chalice, 
quite frankly, from the federal government. It has said that it will cut the funding; that is the stark reality of the 
situation. So we have to take that into consideration. However, I assure members that that will not be the sole or 
most significant reason for what will happen with remote communities throughout Western Australia. What must 
be taken into consideration is the sustainability of those communities. As I have said, if there are two or three 
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children in a community, whether or not a positive outcome is being provided for those students and whether 
they are getting a good education or would be better placed in another area will be considered. 

As I have said, and as I will say again, I would like to talk a lot more about the education front, because some 
good things are happening in early intervention that will impact on remote communities, but I will leave that for 
another day. I have some sympathy for the motion. I once again say to members that there will be consultation. 
As per paragraph (b) of the motion, there will not be a blanket closure of particular communities; there will be an 
assessment of the communities and whether those communities are sustainable. 

HON ALANNA CLOHESY (East Metropolitan) [11.18 am]: I, too, rise to support the motion that this house 
expresses concern at the Barnett government’s intention to close a number of remote Aboriginal communities. In 
fact, I am of a mind to seek to amend this motion to suggest that I express outrage at the Barnett government’s 
intention to close a number of communities. The Barnett government wants to shut down between 100 and 
150 Aboriginal communities. That is what the Premier has said. We know that Western Australia has about 
274 Aboriginal communities housing 12 113 people, as the minister just told us. The Premier wants to shut down 
between 100 and 150 communities and shunt off the people who live there to become fringe dwellers in other 
communities. That will be the outcome. In doing so the Barnett government is denying the people who live on 
those communities the same services and infrastructure as all other Western Australian citizens expect. It is not 
only doing that but also denying people a voice. I am glad to hear the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs say there 
will be consultation, but that is not enough. 

This is a tale of two governments with wrong priorities—the federal Liberal–National government and the state 
Liberal–National government—that is what this is! As we have heard, the federal Liberal government has 
systematically withdrawn funding from a range of services and programs, and this is only part of it. Now, it has 
decided to withdraw funding for basic services—water, sewerage and power—that every other citizen expects 
their government will provide. This is a tale of two governments that have not focused on people in need. This is 
a tale of two governments that seek to shun disadvantaged people in a range of areas—not only in this area. This 
is a tale of two governments that seek to fix their budget woes by directing their attention to the most 
disadvantaged people. Their response to their budgetary mismanagement is to make the poor pay, and 
$90 million is all that will be left in the kitty to support local Aboriginal communities. This government’s view 
of the big picture is of big business and big money, not of small remote communities. This is a tale of two 
governments that have no understanding of Aboriginal history and what has happened to Aboriginal people in 
our country over the years; or, if they have an understanding of what has happened to Aboriginal people in our 
country over the years, they are actively seeking to repeat those mistakes and enforce assimilation. They actively 
want to deny Aboriginal people cultural connections. They actively want to deny Aboriginal people  
self-determination. Self-determination is not just consultation after the fact. It is not saying what they will do: we 
really want to close these communities, and then consulting on how to do that. Self-determination is about 
providing real opportunities, real choices and real decisions. 

Several members interjected. 

Hon ALANNA CLOHESY: Why do they want to do it? 

Several members interjected. 

The PRESIDENT: Order! Member, do not try to shout over an unruly, unparliamentary chorus of interjections. 

Hon ALANNA CLOHESY: We have to ask why the Premier refused to stand up to Canberra over this decision. 
Why did the Premier take this lying down? South Australia stood up to Canberra over this decision. The Premier 
said he did this because these communities are not viable. I have to ask: viable for whom and for what? Those 
communities are culturally viable for the people who live there. They are culturally viable for the people who 
have connection to that land and whose ancestors have lived and worked on those lands. The Premier talks about 
employment and says these communities are not economically viable and that people do not have access to 
employment. If the Premier thought that six months ago, two years ago or four years ago, why has he not stood 
up to the federal government and demanded employment programs and economic development programs? Why 
has the Premier not sought to direct the resources of this state to develop programs that may assist the economic 
viability of remote communities? If the Premier thought that was the main problem, there are lots of examples of 
how that can work. For example, let us look at Jon Altman’s article in the Australian Journal of Agricultural and 
Resource Economics, which states — 

Economic development for remote Indigenous communities cannot be understood in the native title era 
unless the relative importance of customary activity is recognised. 

Altman is talking about a three-way understanding of economic development. If the Premier had considered that 
these communities were not economically viable, he could have looked at this and done something about it. 
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Altman talks about a range of programs using this framework that have been successful in other remote 
Aboriginal communities, including harvesting wildlife programs, Indigenous fisheries, Indigenous arts, 
Indigenous natural resource management, greenhouse gas abatement programs and a range of others. It can be 
done and should be done. If the Premier were really concerned about communities not being viable, he could 
certainly look that way. The Premier did not demand resources be directed where they are needed. 

I also think it is also really important to understand what is behind the consideration of economic viability. If the 
Premier’s concern is about economic viability, why is he not looking at some of the pastoral leases that are small 
and that are remote? The Department of Agriculture and Food produced “A Report on the Viability of Pastoral 
Leases in the Southern Rangelands Pastoral Region Based on Biophysical Assessment”, which found that 46 of 
292 leases were rated as being viable. Only 46 out of 292 leases are considered viable in the southern rangelands. 
In a similar report on the northern rangelands, only 12 of the 62 leases in the Pilbara are rated as viable. Why is 
the Premier not considering closing some of those leases? 

I take Hon Ken Travers’s point: this is systemic racism. If these were not Aboriginal communities, there would 
be an uproar. But it is not the same, because other communities do not have a history of displacement, of forced 
removal and of dispossession. It is not the same. It is, therefore, systemic racism. The Premier has failed to stand 
up to the Abbott government and failed to stand up for 12 000 people in this state. Why? It is because they are 
Aboriginal people. I am concerned that the sins of the past of forced removal against Aboriginal people are to be 
committed once again. I call on the Liberal–National government to think of other plans to support Aboriginal 
people in the community.  
HON PETER KATSAMBANIS (North Metropolitan) [11.30 am]: I rise to speak after the extraordinary 
contribution of Hon Alanna Clohesy. If I took a charitable view of her contribution, I would suggest that she 
perhaps had a tin ear and did not hear the contribution of the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs in which he outlined 
the government’s future actions after being thrown the curve ball of the removal of federal funding in this area. 
I could be charitable and suggest she has a tin ear or I could play the same base politics that Hon Alanna Clohesy 
was playing and suggest that this is typical divisive wedge politics from the Labor Party. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: Read the motion! Read the motion! 

Hon PETER KATSAMBANIS: Listen! Hon Stephen Dawson has had his go, so let me speak; okay! He had 
his day, so I am going to get to him in a minute! 

The PRESIDENT: Order! Two things have happened here. Firstly, there was an unruly interjection. Secondly, 
I repeat that the solution to making oneself heard is to not shout over others; stop until the noise ceases and then 
the member on his or her feet, who has the call, will always get the protection of the Chair. 

Hon PETER KATSAMBANIS: Thank you, Mr President. 

Labor Party members come in here and use lovely phrases such as “bipartisanship” and “working together” and 
then throw brickbats across the chamber, calling government members all sorts of things. “Racism” in particular 
was used by all speakers of the Labor Party—Hon Ken Travers, Hon Stephen Dawson and Hon Alanna Clohesy. 
Hon Darren West interjected. 
Hon PETER KATSAMBANIS: Is this about racism, is it? 
Hon Darren West: Yes. 
Hon PETER KATSAMBANIS: I ask Hon Darren West: how many members in this chamber have experienced 
racism? I would like to put opposition members into a time capsule and take them through 48 years of my life in 
this country. I know racism and I will call it out when I see it, and there is no racism from the 
Liberal government in here. 

Several members interjected. 

Hon PETER KATSAMBANIS: I will tell opposition members a lot of stuff about racism one day, but not 
today because this motion is too important to treat it as being just about racism. However, because the opposition 
brought it up, this is not a racist government; none of the people in this chamber are racist people, be they in the 
Liberal Party, the National Party, the Labor Party, the Greens or the Shooters and Fishers—they are people 
looking for outcomes for our society, and if members want to talk about living together and want to talk about 
bipartisanship, stop labelling people incorrectly, stop creating an “us and them”, because they perhaps envisage 
a political advantage. 

We are living through a crisis — 

Hon Alanna Clohesy interjected. 
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The PRESIDENT: Order! I do not want to repeat myself. Members should not interject en masse and they 
should not try to shout over another person to try to drown out their argument. The rule of the debate is that there 
should be one person speaking at a time. 

Hon PETER KATSAMBANIS: We are living through a crisis that is a national disgrace. It is not a crisis that is 
the fault of Aboriginal people, Aboriginal communities, non-Aboriginal people or non-Aboriginal communities. 
It is a crisis that we have to face together. We speak about it. I think there has been great movement towards it 
over the last decade or more, led by both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal leaders who want to see a solution to 
that crisis—the crisis that is the terrible educational outcomes in some areas that the minister spoke about; the 
crisis that is health outcomes in many areas; the crisis that is unsustainability, lack of employment opportunities, 
be they cultural or non-cultural employment opportunities; and generally some of the lawlessness that we see. 
That is not exclusive to Aboriginal communities or Aboriginal people, because those issues exist across the 
whole of Australia. What happens is that they are magnified in Aboriginal communities because they are in 
many cases, as Hon Dave Grylls pointed out in his contribution, isolated, and it is easier to identify them and 
point the finger at issues over there. It is a national disgrace that we should address—I have spoken about this 
before—but there are people who do not want to address it, sadly, because they see base political advantage in 
perpetuating the crisis and the myths around the crisis and want to whack over the head people who are  
well-intentioned and want to see better outcomes. That does not always mean that they get the solutions right, 
but they are well-intentioned and want better outcomes. So, please: less of the labelling, less throwing these 
words around and more listening. Start by listening to what the minister said today. How disrespectful. The 
minister got up and said: yes, we are consulting; no, we are not going out there and doing some sort of ad hoc 
closure; however, given the circumstances, we need to have a genuine look at this, and here is what the 
government proposes to do. Opposition members pretend that the minister did not say a word. They pretend that 
none of that happened and come here and throw brickbats at the government for things that the government has 
not done and does not intend doing, and then they talk about bipartisanship, reconciliation and working together. 
They are exposed for the frauds that they are. 

Hon Sue Ellery: The Premier said he’s trying to shut them. That’s what he said. 

Hon PETER KATSAMBANIS: Opposition members are totally exposed for the frauds they are. 

Several members interjected. 

The PRESIDENT: Order! 

Hon PETER KATSAMBANIS: Opposition members can throw labels and attack people or work towards 
solutions. 

Hon Darren West: Close them—that’s his solution. 

Hon PETER KATSAMBANIS: No. 

There is a great opportunity to fix things going forward not only in the state but across the entire nation. We 
cannot fix what happened in the past; we can acknowledge that, apologise for it and move on. We can look at the 
circumstances we have right now and say not only should we do better, but also we will do better. There are 
people across the political, colour and regional–city divide who want to see that happen. Capitalise on that and 
actually bring people together to come up with a solution. We should solve the national disgrace that is poor 
educational outcomes—solve it in the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities, and solve the national 
disgrace of poor health outcomes in many Aboriginal communities and some non-Aboriginal communities right 
across Australia. Start looking at solutions and stop blaming and labelling people, because if members call 
someone a racist, uncaring, and all sorts of horrible and nasty things, how will members get them to work with 
them. Hon Stephen Dawson gets up and says in his first few words: “It’s racist.” It is not racist. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: It is racist. Why are you not closing down other communities? 

Hon PETER KATSAMBANIS: It is certainly not racist. What the minister outlined — 

Several members interjected. 

The PRESIDENT: Order! 

Hon PETER KATSAMBANIS: Hon Stephen Dawson just proved his tin ear. He interjected and asked why we 
do not look at the white community as well. What have I been saying for the past 10 minutes? Opposition 
members have tin ears! They do not want to hear; they just pretend! They should stop pretending, work with the 
government and come up with a decent outcome, not a political one. 

Motion lapsed, pursuant to standing orders. 
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