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ABORIGINAL CORPORATIONS AND CHARITABLE TRUSTS — GOVERNANCE 
Statement 

HON ROBIN CHAPPLE (Mining and Pastoral) [8.38 pm]: About three years ago, I had some conversations 
with the Attorney General and the former Minister for Aboriginal Affairs about the problems associated with 
Aboriginal trusts. I make it very, very clear that I work resoundingly well with and supportively of Aboriginal 
organisations across the state. A large number of Aboriginal beneficiaries are carrying out their fiscal duty of 
governance exceptionally well. But many Aboriginal beneficiaries are what would be deemed vulnerable due to 
the lack of governance training and have issues with financial and general literacy. Many are elected to the boards 
of these corporations without proper director training and induction and are elected due to their cultural authority 
rather than their fiscal authority. Many make decisions not knowing the detailed construct of what they are voting 
on. The state and commonwealth legislation that regulates Aboriginal corporations and trusts is grossly inadequate. 
The state government argues that it is powerless to do anything because the legislation provides it with very little 
power to intervene. The Corporations (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander) Act does not involve the same level 
of accountability as the laws governing regular corporations. The agency is under-resourced and has to engage the 
services of often inexperienced consultants to step in for a period. Often these consultants are unaware of the 
internal politics within the corporation and the wider group and work with the minority group that controls the 
corporation and not the wider group, which only adds to the problems and it is rare for incidents of fraud or theft 
to be prosecuted. It also leads to a structural breakdown within Aboriginal corporations and Aboriginal society, so 
there are the haves and the have-nots. 
I quickly want to give members a classic example. Recently, an auditor was unable to identify a centralised document 
management system where all the board meeting minutes were held. The auditor was unable to locate a policy or 
procedure in relation to board meeting minutes and their subsequent retention. From the examination of electronic 
devices and various emails, the auditor identified the various dates of board meeting minutes for this corporation. 
There was a mixture of both draft and final versions of the minutes. This was possibly a breach of part 5–4, 
“Minutes of Meetings”, of the CATSI act. The auditor was also unable to identify centralised document management 
systems where the policies and procedure of the corporation were held. It goes on and just about on every occasion, 
the auditor was unable to identify a central document management system where the employment policies and 
employment contracts were held. Again, when it came to purchase orders, invoices and batch payments, the auditor 
identified that there was no centralised document management system where all the purchase orders, invoices, 
batch payments and reports are kept. The auditor went on to say that they were unable to locate purchase orders 
for all the transactions. 
It is an absolute shame that Indigenous corporations are suffering at this level. It is not the fault of the Indigenous 
people. It is the fault of fiscal management by other parties. This report contains page after page of a litany of proper 
governance failures. 
There are many things around this. Non-Indigenous consultants and staff financially benefit from trusts. We have 
seen this previously with the Innawonga Aboriginal Corporation and the Buurabalayji Thalanyji Aboriginal 
Corporation from which money was taken for someone to run as a candidate in the Victorian election for an 
organisation called Transport Matters Party. They get a slap on the wrist and nothing ever actually happens. I really 
am very, very concerned. As I say, I raised it with the Attorney General about three years ago and with the former 
Minister for Indigenous Affairs, but the situation is getting worse. 

This document basically points to that failure. Deficiencies consistently arise from annual general meetings and 
other meetings. Some groups are paid to attend and are handed cash at the meeting. Many of those who attend do 
not have any understanding of what a meeting is for and are not provided with adequate details prior to the meeting 
on any matters that will be voted on at the meeting. When they ask questions at the meeting, their questions are 
either ignored or not answered fully or they are advised that the trustees or lawyers cannot answer the questions. 
Some elders are bussed in before the meeting and told how they will vote. In some instances, other people raise 
their hands for them, when it is clear they do not have the capacity to understand what they are voting for. 

This is a systemic issue and it is going on all through my electorate. Having said that, I point out that some 
corporations have had long-term governance management, which is working well. But I will say that the crisis is 
getting worse. We have had many instances of this. The Attorney General looked at the issue of the management 
of the Njamal People’s Trust, but he could not do anything about it. I urge this government to have a look at some of 
these reports. Indeed, something has to happen. If it is the last thing I do in this place, I call on the Attorney General 
to have a good look at what can be done. He has stated repeatedly that he is concerned about this area and I really 
want to see something happen. On that, I will sit down. 

Point of Order 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Tuesday, 11 May 2021] 

 p388b-389a 
Hon Robin Chapple; Hon Dr Steve Thomas 

 [2] 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: The honourable member seemed to quote from a couple of different documents. The 
documents he quoted from at the beginning and end of his contribution seem to be general, and one was specifically 
about an auditor’s report. I am interested in the issues so I wonder whether the member might table those reports, 
if they can be tabled. 
The PRESIDENT: First of all, member, perhaps Hon Robin Chapple might cite the names of the two or more 
documents and then he might seek leave to table the documents if he wants to. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: The first document is a draft report into the Marra Worra Worra Aboriginal Corporation, 
dated 4 March 2021. The second is a series of notes that I have created for myself. 

Hon Dr Steve Thomas: Is the first document the member referred to the auditor’s report? 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: It is an auditor’s report on Marra Worra Worra Aboriginal Corporation. 
The PRESIDENT: Member, before you decide whether to table that document, is it confidential in any way, 
shape or form? Is it a publicly available document? 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: I believe it is confidential. 
The PRESIDENT: I do not think you should be tabling that document in that case, really. The member has cited 
the name of the document. Hon Dr Steve Thomas might want to have talk with the member behind the chair about 
that document. But if it is a confidential document, I do not think you should be tabling it at this point. 
Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: I am more than happy not to table it. I just thought Hon Dr Steve Thomas needed it 
tabled, but maybe that is up for discussion. 
Hon Dr Steve Thomas: If is confidential, I will not. It is Madam President’s ruling. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: I am more than happy to table my notes. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I seek that the honourable member tables his notes. 
The PRESIDENT: Is Hon Robin Chapple happy to seek leave to table his notes? 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: Yes. I seek leave to table my notes. 

[Leave granted. See paper 178.] 
 

https://www.parliament.wa.gov.au/publications/tabledpapers.nsf/displaypaper/4110178c27237caad17cccb8482586d300044eb1/$file/tp-178.pdf
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