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Hearing commenced at 8.32 am 
 
SANDERSON, LIEUTENANT GENERAL JOHN MURRAY 
Consultant, Indigenous Implementation Board WA, examined: 
 
 
The CHAIRMAN: On behalf of the Education and Health Standing Committee, I would like to 
thank you for your interest and your appearance before us today. The purpose of this hearing is to 
assist the committee in gathering evidence for its inquiry into the adequacy and appropriateness of 
prevention and treatment services for alcohol and illicit drug problems in Western Australia. You 
have been provided with a copy of the committee’s specific terms of reference. The Education and 
Health Standing Committee is a committee of the Legislative Assembly and this hearing is a formal 
procedure of Parliament and therefore commands the same respect given to proceedings in 
Parliament. Even though the committee is not asking you to provide evidence on oath or 
affirmation, it is important that you understand that any deliberate misleading of the committee may 
be regarded as a contempt of Parliament. As this is a public hearing, Hansard will make a transcript 
of the proceedings for the public record. If you refer to any document or documents during your 
evidence, it would assist Hansard if you could provide the full title for the record.  
Before we proceed to the questions that we have for you, I need to ask you whether you have 
completed the “Details of Witness” form. 
Lt Gen. Sanderson: Yes, I have. 
The CHAIRMAN: Do you understand the notes at the bottom of the form about giving evidence to 
a parliamentary committee? 
Lt Gen. Sanderson: Yes. 
The CHAIRMAN: Did you receive and read the information for witnesses briefing sheet provided 
with the “Details of Witness” form today? 
Lt Gen. Sanderson: Yes. 
The CHAIRMAN: Do you have any questions in relation to being a witness at today’s hearing? 
Lt Gen. Sanderson: No. 
The CHAIRMAN: In that case, would you please state the capacity in which you appear before the 
committee today? 
Lt Gen. Sanderson: I am a retired military officer—a former commander of the Australian Army 
and a former Governor of the state of Western Australia. I am currently the Chairman of the 
Indigenous Implementation Board in the state of Western Australia, and I appear before the 
committee in that capacity. 
The CHAIRMAN: Thank you. You have looked at the terms of reference for this inquiry. We 
commenced the inquiry almost 18 months ago now. You may not be aware that recently, during our 
winter recess, the committee visited the Kimberley—both the East and West Kimberley. We spent 
several days in different towns with community groups and with various agencies in the Kimberley. 
We found both from our visits to the Kimberley and our visits to other regional areas, and in the 
metropolitan area, that although the inquiry is about alcohol and illicit drugs, the main problem that 
we are coming across is alcohol—be that in remote areas or the metropolitan area. We are 
particularly interested in hearing from you because of the work that you have been doing with 
Aboriginal people. Perhaps, before we ask you some questions, and without compromising any 
work you are doing at the moment for the government, you could summarise your opinions on the 
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problems, both social and economic, that are occurring because of alcohol and drug use, and 
whether you believe the problem is getting worse. Just what is happening in the area? 
Lt Gen. Sanderson: First of all, could I begin by thanking the committee for this opportunity to 
appear before it. I share the concerns of the state government and everybody else about the impact 
of alcohol and drug abuse on Aboriginal communities, and I have for a very long time. My history 
in this regard goes back to the 1970s when, after I came out of Vietnam, I was tasked to write a 
book on the Kimberley and the Northern Territory for the General Staff as a basis for defence of 
Australia studies. I arrived in both of those provinces of the country to find the aftermath of the 
1967 referendum and a large number of Aboriginal people in the regional centres throughout the 
Kimberley and the Northern Territory in the streets and showing the beginnings of the signs of 
social collapse. It was not until later in life that I realised that this was a direct result of a number of 
them having been cast off from pastoral leases as a consequence of the aftermath of the 1967 
referendum when it became necessary for the pastoralists to start paying full adult wages to people 
employed on their properties. A number of people were discarded. A number of communities that 
currently exist in the Kimberley sprung up as a consequence of people being forced off the pastoral 
leases. Warmun at Turkey Creek is one of those. The Turkey Creek background is one of refugees 
from this period. Aboriginal people were prevalent through all of the towns and the signs of alcohol 
abuse were already apparent at that stage. I also got involved when I was Chief of the Army. We 
started to put the Army into Aboriginal communities to build them up from the bottom, to help them 
get proper hygiene services in the communities, and to start education and training programs. You 
may be familiar with the Army program that takes place in a number of Aboriginal communities. 
That has happened in Western Australia in the past. It began during my time as Chief of the Army. 
When we moved into a large number of those places, I forbade our soldiers from consuming alcohol 
in those areas, which is not easy for young Australian soldiers in remote Australia, but it was 
obviously a policy that was entirely appropriate because a large number of those communities did 
not have any young men in them. The young men were in other places; they were either in jail or in 
regional centres drinking. It was obvious that this was so because occasionally they appeared in a 
very destructive way back in the communities and abused the women and the elders in the 
communities as a consequence of their condition at the time. That is by way of background in 
regard to my current role as Chairman of the Indigenous Implementation Board.  
[8.40 am] 
As both the Governor and the Chairman of the Indigenous Implementation Board, I have visited a 
large number of Aboriginal communities, and, of those, a large number have introduced restrictions 
on the consumption of alcohol over a long period. In many instances they have had difficulty 
policing those restrictions, but the better and more functional Aboriginal communities have placed 
restrictions on the consumption of alcohol. In fact, the better of them have absolute abstinence from 
alcohol consumption. That, of course, does not prevent people from going away to drink in other 
places, nor does it prevent them from coming back with alcohol to the fringes of these settlements 
and having drinking binges around the settlements themselves. There is a central desire within 
Aboriginal communities to remove the curse of alcoholism from their midst. It is very difficult for 
them to police and to follow through with their young people because they have the mobility that 
allows them to go to other places and do other things.  
Mr P.B. WATSON: Is the main issue a lack of respect for the elders? Elders in another part of the 
state used to have a strong control over their young people, but now they have no control at all.  
Lt Gen. Sanderson: Under the old structured system, the elders gave direction, and a central core 
of strong, middle-aged males and females policed that direction. When certain elders have said on 
occasions that we should put the young people in their hands and they will sort them out, I asked 
those elders what happened to the guys who used to do it when they were that age. They told me 
that they are in jail, down at the pub or dead. Alcoholism has eaten the middle, the heart, out of 
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Aboriginal communities; in many places it is just not there. That is very difficult to rebuild. To 
answer your question, it is not only a lack of respect for elders, but also a lack of a structured 
society that is able to implement this. That is why so many communities are dependent upon the 
police. Until recent times many of those communities did not have a police presence at all. My take 
on the Gordon inquiry was that there is no government out there. The response to that inquiry was 
to put multifunction police stations and child protection officers in some of the communities that 
had nothing. Those communities remain dependent on the police because their capacity to police 
themselves has diminished.  
Mr P.B. WATSON: If the elders cannot get control and the middle base is gone, what is the 
answer? 
Lt Gen. Sanderson: I will come to that. It is an entirely appropriate question and one that has taxed 
my mind over time. The question is: how do Aboriginal communities rebuild themselves? We can 
help them, but we cannot rebuild them. Only Aboriginal people can solve Aboriginal problems. We 
tend to want to solve their problems for them. Often in doing that we deal with the issues on the 
surface rather than the real cause of the issue.  
The point I was at was that we visited a large number of communities and found that most of them 
have some desire, expressed in some restrictions of their own. They have local by-laws. You would 
be aware that there have been attempts to make sure that those by-laws are more effectively applied 
over time. The most effective thing, where it has happened, has been the introduction of 
multifunction police stations in those communities, because it has given a haven and also a capacity 
to respond to violence in the communities. If you think of what happened before that it was sheer 
anarchy; it was disastrous. People were cowering in the corners of destroyed houses. In this 
prosperous first nation of ours, the fact that people were living like that—some still are—is an 
appalling thing. Not every community has a multifunction police station.  
The CHAIRMAN: Even with multifunction police stations, the committee was made aware that 
many children walk the streets at night because of fear of physical and/or sexual abuse at home. 
Therefore, they are not able to go to school the next day.  
Lt Gen. Sanderson: I am sure the committee is aware that that also happens in Perth.  
The CHAIRMAN: Yes, but not in the same numbers. 
Mr P.B. WATSON: Kids in Albany walk the streets at night.  
Lt Gen. Sanderson: I am not sure where the bulk of juveniles who clash with the justice system 
come from, but I suspect that they are from here in Perth. One of the reasons they end up in juvenile 
detention facilities is that they do not have a responsible parent. It is much more prevalent in Perth 
than many of us would care to believe. What we are talking about is social collapse; it is a collapse 
in the fabric of those societies, but it is not everywhere. There are some quite successful 
communities. I do not know whether the committee has visited Jarlmadangah, a community on the 
Fitzroy River in central Kimberley. It has an early childhood program. Some of its kids are away at 
school. It offers secondary and tertiary education. It is involved in the process of training the next 
generation to take over. It has a couple of businesses. It is all about leadership—senior Aboriginal 
leadership. The community could collapse if that senior Aboriginal leadership is lost before the 
community has a chance to put in a replacement leadership. When you visit Jarlmadangah, you are 
heartened by the fact that it is possible, with effective leadership, for communities to exist as 
communities and to have a sense of having a future. Most of the communities do not have a sense of 
having a future; therein lies part of the cause of what we are all concerned about. My sense of that is 
that where Aboriginal people, based on their culture and circumstances, want to build that sort of 
future for themselves, the state needs to get behind them. It needs to support them and help them to 
do it. Often we find—the implementation board has been conscious of this—that the state has a 
one-size-fits-all approach. Instead of responding to individual circumstances and encouraging 
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individual creativity or community creativity and initiative, that approach says that if you are not in 
our program, there is no program for you. Not only that; it might put in place a program in the 
community and then it comes and goes. One minute Aborigines are working along a line and the 
next minute either the individuals who are running it do not turn up or the money goes somewhere 
else.  
[8.50 am] 
That is actually a very prevalent experience amongst Aboriginal communities. It is a constant 
source of complaint: “We had something good going here three years ago and for some reason it 
disappeared.” I will come around to the answer to your question about what we should do about 
this.  
I will come back to the point on the question of the desire to restrict alcohol. I am sure you are all 
aware of the Fitzroy Crossing initiative, primarily amongst the ladies there. There are similar 
initiatives that have been attempted in Halls Creek and Roebourne and other places. I think that 
because they are very courageous and very intelligent women at Fitzroy Crossing, they have been 
able to carry this program right to the four corners of the country actually, and it is something to be 
admired. But it is also something that could fall over very quickly. It has been going against all sorts 
of odds from within the community itself—those people who are committed to freedom to consume 
alcohol—and, indeed, from some of the commercial areas that find it challenging to have alcohol 
restrictions applied against their interests in those areas. Nevertheless, I think where this has worked 
we have seen a change in the atmosphere in the community where there is less violence from 
everybody’s perspective, a distinct improvement in the ability of children to get a decent night’s 
sleep, a decent feed, and a greater desire to go to school. So it opens up all sorts of opportunities. 
But I think probably the greatest relief comes to the mothers and the grandmothers who normally 
live constantly in fear of what will happen to them and their children with excessive alcohol 
consumption. We have seen a number of places like that and there is clearly a desire to address this 
issue.  
My board, the Indigenous Implementation Board, has taken the position of supporting alcohol 
restrictions, but on the basis that it is only treating a symptom on the surface, and unless you 
actually dig in deep and solve the underlying problems, it will be fruitless in the fullness of time. 
The board’s position has been that, yes, alcohol restrictions are sensible and wise, but only if 
accompanied by a whole range of other programs which are aimed at building the community up to 
a state where it can operate without these sorts of restrictions. Therein lies what we see to be the 
cause of a whole range of Aboriginal concerns and dysfunction. I will come back to my original 
point about my experience in the Kimberley and the Northern Territory back in the 1970s after the 
1967 referendum where people were completely dislocated off their land into regional communities. 
There is a deep wound in the Aboriginal culture. It is not simply about being cast off from their 
land; it is being almost totally alienated from whatever replaced their culture on this landscape. In 
this country we have followed a policy of deliberately doing that. We have spent a great deal of 
time getting them out of the landscape—and, indeed, I think there is historical evidence for the view 
that they were seen to be a dying race and that they could not be sustained on the landscape—to the 
conviction that the only way to do it was through assimilation. In other words, the only way that 
they could possibly prosper in this landscape was to become like us and adopt all the things that 
white people saw as being of value, which is a very difficult thing for any culture, particularly a 
culture that believes it has been around for a very long time and is in many aspects superior to the 
culture that is replacing it. It is very difficult for them to accept that assimilation is the only way to 
go. That is not to suggest that those who want to be assimilated and live the sort of existence that 
non-Indigenous people live in this country should not be able to do so. They should have the 
freedom to do so. They should be able to go to France and live as French people if they want to and 
have the choices to do that. But to actually separate completely from their culture is a very difficult 
and destroying thing, because their culture is one that is directly connected to the landscape in this 
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country. They actually, heart and soul, are part of the landscape in Australia, and you do not have to 
dig too deep into the culture to know that; they live as part of the landscape, the land owns them, 
rather than them owning land, and they cannot comprehend how anybody else can think any 
differently from that.  
I would suggest to the committee that this sort of cultural underpinning to Aboriginal life in this 
country actually lies at the heart of alcohol abuse and substance abuse in the landscape. It is a 
wrenching out of the culture and out of the land and being cast into something else, and being told 
or it being suggested that their culture has no value. It is only in recent times that we seem to have 
understood in this country that there is actually something very potent and wonderful out there in 
the Australian landscape. What is devastating about this is that the moment that we realise this is the 
moment when our policies of assimilation may actually triumph and we lose it all together. So our 
board has taken the view that Aboriginal culture is actually vital to the future of this country. We 
know of no other board or body that has taken that as its fundamental underpinning. One of my 
board members said to me, “You wouldn’t find 50 per cent of Western Australians who believe 
that.” I said, “If I found 10 per cent, I would be astonished.” But the board believes it.” Of course, 
one of the things about it is that we are not sure that all Aboriginal people believe it either, but we 
have very good reasons for believing that is so. We see that as the basis of our capacity to talk with 
and negotiate with Aboriginal people. If we did not express respect for the culture and have that 
belief that it is vital to the future of the country, why would they want to talk to us anyway? I think 
the same applies to a large number of our dealings with Aboriginal people.  
I just remind the committee that native title has only been in existence since the 1990s. Therefore, it 
is only recently that they have actually had a capacity for negotiation with white society. Prior to 
that, the only capacity they had for negotiation was withdrawal of labour, which they did in a 
number of places. It is native title that has given them the capacity to negotiate. We are now 
confronted with the fact that in that capacity they have negotiated title to a very large part of the 
surface of this continent and they have to be taken seriously. So we are already moving in to a post–
native title negotiation phase with the Aboriginals. That is a very interesting phase for us to be in. It 
has got a sovereignty dimension to it, and you will find in this state, for example, that the 
relationship with the Nyoongah people in the South West has changed quite dramatically in the last 
couple of years as a result of their native title claim. That sort of thing is happening all over the 
countryside.  
The CHAIRMAN: How does the board work? How often does it meet? 
Lt Gen. Sanderson: We meet once a month, and other times we conduct discussions in the 
landscape with Aboriginal people about where they want to go and how they want to develop a 
relationship. The board has taken the position right from the word go—and its terms of reference 
led to this—that the only way to solve the issues of our relationship with Aboriginal people and 
their dysfunction is to build a partnership with Aboriginal people. 
[9.00 am] 
That is based on the premise that only Aboriginal people can solve Aboriginal problems. To 
develop a partnership with Aboriginal people on the understanding that I have spoken about, it has 
to be based on culture. That has led us to what I would call fruitful conversations in the countryside, 
the results of which we have reported to the Minister for Indigenous Affairs, who gave us our terms 
of reference. Our reports have been tabled in Parliament. They are available for everybody to read. 
In some places they are the subject of quite intense debate.  
The CHAIRMAN: When you say that only Aboriginal people can solve Aboriginal problems, 
when the committee met with various groups, one of the key statements that was made was that 
although the restrictions have worked, they need more than the removal of alcohol; they need 
support services. We visited Fitzroy, at which the support services have been very successful. If you 
are saying that Aboriginal people have to solve their own problems, what kind of structure will 
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allow them to solve those problems? Where is the funding model? How does it fit to enable 
Aboriginal people to solve their own problems? 
Lt Gen. Sanderson: This is clearly an issue of governance. I will come back to my point about the 
Gordon inquiry. The outcome of the Gordon inquiry was that there is no government out there. The 
answer to that was to introduce multifunction police stations and child protection officers; it was not 
to build proper governance in the landscape. There is no governance out there. The idea of solving 
this problem by having agencies or statutory bodies in Perth dealing with communities on a 
stovepipe basis obviously does not work. If it worked, it would have been working by now. We 
have been trying to learn how much the state spends on these issues each year. We think it is about 
$1.7 billion. It cannot give us an accurate figure. It certainly cannot tell us what it is getting for the 
money. We know that about 50 per cent of that is spent on the justice and corrective system rather 
than on resolving issues. That means that what we are doing now is not working and that doing 
more of it is unlikely to work. There has to be a restructuring of the governance arrangements so 
that Aboriginal people participate more effectively in the governance of the landscape in which they 
live. They must have more say in the way in which communities are built in response to these 
issues. The position we have taken with the state government is that this requires a fundamental 
restructuring of the way government responds to these issues. I add that a large part of the problem 
is that federal government responsibilities cut directly across state government responsibilities and 
there is a confusion about who is responsible; there has been since Federation, I suggest. There are 
many agencies out there. One of the fellows who was working in Balgo told me there were 36 
agencies working in Balgo and that nobody was in charge. I am talking about state, federal and non-
government agencies. I think you will find that that is repeated all over the place. That explains in 
part why the state is spending close to $2 billion a year on Aboriginal issues without very much 
return. We think that the total national expenditure in this respect is probably in excess of 
$10 billion. We call it the $10 billion juggernaut. A lot of people are making a lot of money with 
very little return. In answer to your question about how Aboriginal people solve their own 
problems, it is with proper governance arrangements in which they have a proper say and proper 
participation.  
Mr P.B. WATSON: We had ATSIC in the Great Southern. It was a complete disaster. If one 
family got in and you were not in that family, you did not get anything.  
Lt Gen. Sanderson: Unlike in white society where everything is aboveboard!  
Ms L.L. BAKER: Well said! 
Mr P.B. WATSON: That is a good point. It seems to me that that system was tried but there was 
corruption. Could you use that sort of program if it were improved?  
Lt Gen. Sanderson: I have spent a great deal of time thinking about this and talking to people 
about ATSIC. I think ATSIC was designed to fail. I go to many places where people talk with some 
fondness about ATSIC in the regions but talk about ATSIC as a whole as a disaster. In other words, 
there are places in which Aboriginal people had a sense of ownership, a positive sense that it was 
representing their views and that it was going somewhere. The federal construct obviously went 
bad. Non-Indigenous people quite often tell me that there should be no more ATSICs. I always say 
to them, “What do you mean? No more Geoff Clarks or no more Aboriginal governance or 
representation?” I never get a satisfactory answer to that question, but I am pretty sure that they are 
dealing with the issue on the surface. My view is that ATSIC had a pretty good regional construct 
and representational structure, but it had nobody to deal with. There was no governance structure 
that ATSIC could deal with effectively. It was out there on its own. There was an attempt in this 
state to establish a relationship with ATSIC on a state basis. It was called a Statement of 
Commitment. The Gallop government put that into place in early 2002, I think. It was an agreement 
signed between the state government and ATSIC. To my knowledge, that is the only regional 
agreement, if I can put it that way, that ATSIC had. There was a great deal of optimism about it. 
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Immediately following that, ATSIC was finished. The state government signed an agreement with 
ATSIC and then it ceased to exist. We never tested that thing to fruition. I come back to the point 
that I think ATSIC was designed to fail. It was undermined internally by its own corrupt practices 
and by outsiders who did not want it to succeed. The fundamental issue was that ATSIC had 
nobody to work with. It did not work with local government. There was no regional government 
and there was no attempt to make any parallel connection with Aboriginal people.  
The CHAIRMAN: You have said that there is a governance problem and that Aboriginal people 
have to solve Aboriginal problems. Problems with Aboriginal people and alcohol are not unique to 
Western Australia and they are not unique to Australia. I am sure your committee would have 
looked at problems in other countries. From the work that you have done, is there a good 
governance model somewhere?  
[9.10 am] 
Lt Gen. Sanderson: The Harvard study, of course, identified that empowerment of Aboriginal 
communities was the answer to a large amount of social dysfunction. At the moment we have the 
examples in Canada where some Indigenous communities in Canada have better statistics than the 
community as a whole. In other words, suicide rates and family dysfunction are actually better than 
the totality of the Canadian community. There are still Aboriginal communities or Indigenous 
communities in Canada that are like some of the Indigenous communities in Australia, in a great 
state of social dysfunction. But what we have in Canada is the contrast between those who are 
actually stronger than non-Indigenous communities, and those that are weak. What is the issue here 
that makes the difference?  
Ms L.L. BAKER: Is an element of that tied up with the Canadians having treaties?  
Lt Gen. Sanderson: Yes, an element of this is tied up with that, but it is about cultural 
empowerment and having the capacity —  
Ms L.L. BAKER: But surely part of that is about the treaty.  
Lt Gen. Sanderson: Fiona Stanley, who is a member of our board, has a lot of this information 
about children in these various communities. 
The CHAIRMAN: We did in fact invite Fiona Stanley. I think she declined to come, did she not?  
Lt Gen. Sanderson: She is a very much travelled lady.  
The CHAIRMAN: We had hoped she would come along.  
Lt Gen. Sanderson: She would give you a much more impassioned view of these things than I am 
giving you. But it is empowerment on the basis of culture that defines the strong, healthy 
communities. The Harvard studies confirm that as well. These are contemporary societies, not 
unlike ours, with Indigenous people within them fighting the problems. I think the Canadians are 
probably about 40 years ahead of us in this respect. That is my estimate.  
The CHAIRMAN: The Canadian society, did you say?  
Lt Gen. Sanderson: Canadians, yes. 
The CHAIRMAN: Because of the empowerment?  
Lt Gen. Sanderson: Yes. Their approach has been more enlightened than ours for about the last 40 
years. That is not to say that everything is good in Canada. There are societies where they have 
alcohol and drug abuse problems, but they also have some clear indications of what works.  
The CHAIRMAN: Have you put suggestions, then, in terms of empowerment for these 
communities? 
Lt Gen. Sanderson: Yes.  
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The CHAIRMAN: Particularly in relation to any recommendations that you have put—have we 
missed them in your reports?  
Lt Gen. Sanderson: They are in the reports. Basically, the reports have gone through this issue of 
empowerment and how Aboriginal people get to have a say in the things that impact on their future. 
The issue is rather than us doing things to them, we do things with them. That sounds like a simple 
throwaway line, but it is not; it is quite profoundly complex. We all sit around thinking, “What can 
we do to solve these problems?” More often than not we come out with the idea of doing things to 
them. That is treating things on the surface rather than forming a relationship or a partnership with 
them and saying, “Okay; let’s solve this problem together. What can we do to help you restructure 
yourself to make this work?” 
I have on my board a fellow called Brendan Hammond, whom some of you might know. He ran the 
Argyle Diamond Mine, which is held up in the mining community as the example of how to do 
business with Aboriginal people. In fact, Rio often pats itself on the back about this and about how 
it has got an enlightened approach, but basically it is Argyle Diamond. He is a man who is worth 
talking to about these issues, because once they were talking about building a sustainable mining 
operation there and going underground, they actually had to deal with the Aboriginal people in a 
much more profound way. They had hardly any of them employed at the mine at the time. Having 
scratched their heads and thought their way through this, and being kind and gentle and not got any 
results, they eventually went to the Gidja and said, “Okay; we give up. You tell us how to do it.” 
About a week lapsed, and they came back and said, “We were wondering when you were going to 
ask.” It required Argyle to go into a deep cultural relationship with the Gidja, so much so that the 
Gidja trust is one of the most successful trusts. About 40 per cent of the workforce are Aboriginals. 
The question is: once you are in that relationship, you do not get out of it. You are in it forever. But 
he is very interesting to talk to on this, because the enlightenment did not come from them; it came 
from the Aborigines. The success of that operation is down to the Aborigines. It was not going to be 
successful without them.  
So while I am talking about empowerment and partnership, I am talking about a different approach. 
I know that that is difficult for a lot of non-Aboriginal people to accept, but it is clearly the thing 
that works.  
The CHAIRMAN: You mentioned this morning the number of people from the communities who 
might be in prison. In some of the communities that the committee visited, not only was there a 
problem with alcohol, but also cannabis, particularly in the Kimberley. Whereas in Perth the use 
might be occasional use, it was frightening to see that the use there was that the cannabis would 
come in and it would just be smoked. Therefore, particularly for the young children, the central 
nervous system damage would just be done because a whole batch of cannabis would be smoked. 
But people were saying that, for the drugs, prison was not seen as a punishment, particularly if 
people were sent to Broome prison, where they were put into cells with the family groups where 
they had so many meals a day, a sports area and the gym; it was actually seen as a break rather than 
a punishment. In some other countries, like in Sweden now, rather than people going into prison, it 
is forced rehabilitation. They have to go into rehabilitation. The families were saying that they 
would like to have people treated for the alcohol and drug abuse. So what do you think about 
imprisonment? Do you think it should be compulsory treatment for alcohol and drug abuse, rather 
than imprisonment? 
Lt Gen. Sanderson: I think if people are going to go to prison, they should be treated in a 
rehabilitative fashion. Prison should be a constructive, rather than a coercive, experience, because 
all the evidence suggests that the coercive thing does not work anyway. In fact, it makes it worse, 
and it actually introduces young people to practices that will change their lives. So it should be 
rehabilitative. That is not to say that everybody is going to respond the same way to it, but it should 
be looked at as an opportunity to help people reconstruct their lives. I suppose you could say that if 
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you are living in the Kimberley and you are living in some remote Aboriginal community with a 
lack of services and entertainment, going down to Broome to get cleaned up and have your teeth 
done and have some sport and recreation is not a bad option.  
The CHAIRMAN: Actually, you are right about the teeth, because that is another reason why they 
see going to prison as not a bad thing because they can get their teeth fixed while they are there.  
Lt Gen. Sanderson: Yes. If you are living at Balgo, there are not too many dentists available. Also, 
the round trip of—I do not know—1 200 kilometres costs an awful lot to do and you are stuck in the 
community. There is a huge problem in getting actual medical treatment in the Kimberley and over 
these vast distances. Therefore, getting cleaned up periodically in prison is not a bad option when 
you think about it. But I do not think it is the answer to the problem.  
[9.20 am] 
I think there are a whole range of other things that Aboriginal people could do that would be 
rehabilitative. A lot of these things are found in the range of programs and so on that are going on in 
various places. This is about looking after country, and it is a constructive experience and people 
seem to prosper from it; that once they are back on the landscape and they are doing something 
constructive, they have a different attitude to life, and it fits in with the culture, of course. The 
trouble is that we do not put much money into that, and it is here today and gone tomorrow. Did you 
talk to KALACC in Fitzroy? 
The CHAIRMAN: Yes. 
Lt Gen. Sanderson: You will get that. Its cultural programs are designed to get young people back 
on to country to have that sort of experience. In the long term, that approach is far more 
constructive than prison. It is also far less costly. As I said before, I think that about half the money 
that is being spent in this state on Aboriginal affairs is spent in the justice and corrective system. 
Our take on it is about 50 per cent.  
The CHAIRMAN: Have you seen any changes in the way in which WA government departments 
now work with Aboriginal communities since you have made various recommendations? 
Lt Gen. Sanderson: We are seeing a significant number of changes. There is recognition now that 
the state’s presence in the regions has to be much stronger. My take on it when I first went out there 
was that it was weak and insipid. In fact, some of the regional offices could barely look after 
themselves let alone any customers. There is a move towards a larger agglomeration of state 
agencies and a more cooperative relationship with federal and non-government agencies in the 
regions. That is part of what is going on. The idea that you can deal with these issues on a stovepipe 
basis from Canberra and Perth is obviously a failed idea. It has to be done in a cooperative sense in 
the regions. There have been several attempts to bring people together, but there has been no real 
commitment to having a regional approach to these things. It is starting to change. One of the issues 
about having a regional approach to this remains: how do Aboriginal people participate in a 
regional approach? What mechanism do they have to participate in the ideas that come out of the 
regional offices? The ideas still come from Perth and Canberra; they do not come from the regions. 
They are not regional solutions to regional problems, just as they are not Indigenous solutions to 
Indigenous problems. They are bureaucratic solutions that come from the capital cities. They are 
parts of major programs that tend to be inflexible. We have seen that with COAG, dare I say it, for a 
long time. There is no difference between overcoming disadvantage and closing the gap; they are all 
assimilation programs driven from central political capitals with minimal participation. One of the 
things we discovered out there was that a bilateral agreement between the state governments and the 
federal government in the previous COAG had a solution in it about local government providing 
services to Indigenous people. It never came to pass, but it was signed between the states and the 
federal government. We discovered that the only people who had not been consulted on that were 
local government and Aboriginal people. So where did it come from? It did not come from the 
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coalface; it came from the cities. There is a move towards recognising that we cannot go on 
frittering money away down these stovepipes to no effect. They have to be comprehensive solutions 
generated from the bottom up. My board has taken the position that this will only be achievable 
with regional government. We are suggesting to the state that it ought to grab one of the regions and 
do it. We are conducting a number of workshops to determine how that might happen. We think, for 
example, that to contemplate the industrialisation of the Kimberley without proper regional 
government is outrageous, to be frank with you. That is what we are contemplating at the moment.  
The CHAIRMAN: How do you envisage your regional government proposals working? What 
degree of political and Indigenous support do you feel exists for your proposals?  
Lt Gen. Sanderson: We think there is powerful Indigenous support. We have conducted 
conversations in every region of the state. In many instances we have found that the Aboriginal 
position on this is that they have been talking about this for years, but nobody has been listening. I 
come back to my point about ATSIC. It functioned without any structure of government around it. 
How could it succeed under those circumstances? There is a lot of Aboriginal support for it. 
Interestingly, there is a slow build-up of non-Indigenous support for regional government across the 
nation as evidenced, I suggest, by the last federal election. I make the point that one of the emerging 
dynamics in western democracies at the moment is minority governments. Something is changing in 
the electorate. I think that subconsciously there is emerging support for regional government—in 
fact, putting government back closer to the people. That is going on. I know that within this state a 
number of local governments are starting to talk about regional cooperation and forming regional 
alliances. That is happening. You can understand why people want to keep local power. To find a 
mechanism that enables that to occur and to have proper strategic government in the landscape is, I 
suggest, an issue of some importance for Western Australia at the moment. I will quote an example 
of this. When I was the Governor of the state, I visited Perenjori, which is a small Wheatbelt shire. I 
remember it very clearly. It had never had a visit from a Governor before, so I went a couple of 
times to make a point. Perenjori was confronted with problems that most of the regional shires are 
confronted with; that is, their young people were not staying. The heart was being eaten out of the 
community. That has happened for a number of economic reasons, but Perenjori has taken it upon 
itself to develop a strategy to find ways of keeping its young people and of bringing people into the 
district. The issue was approached diligently and intelligently. Those involved came up with a 
strategy. The real issue was that there was not a single thing in that strategy that took place in the 
Shire of Perenjori. The strategy was about the strategy of the Mid West as a region. We are starting 
to see the development of the idea of a Mid West region strategy. I think that is taking place all over 
the state at this stage. The question then is: how do Aboriginal people participate in that strategy, 
and how do the regions come to a conviction that Aboriginal people are really important to the 
future of the regions? It is easy to believe in the Kimberley because they represent close to 50 per 
cent of the electorate, but also they have native title claim to about 90 per cent of the Kimberley. So 
they will have to be partners in the development of the Kimberley. In theory, that is what should be 
going on in the Pilbara as well, but we are way past the point of something constructive in the 
Pilbara because it is a long way down the track and it is quite fractured, and bringing it back into 
something constructive will be difficult. It is feasible in the Mid West. It will be interesting to see 
how the relationship with the Nyoongah people in the south west plays out.  
The CHAIRMAN: Based on the community consultations that you and the board have undertaken, 
what further policy recommendations would you make to this committee to address the impact of 
alcohol and other drugs on Indigenous communities?  
[9.30 am] 
Lt Gen. Sanderson: I think the first thing is that we need to empower Aboriginal communities to 
address this problem. In a sense, the women at Fitzroy Crossing undertook to address the problem 
themselves and came up with a solution, and then the state got behind them with the alcohol 
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restrictions. However, it is the other ongoing sustainable programs that are the key to this. It is not 
just alcohol restrictions; it is the other stuff. Incidentally, Fitzroy Crossing had, prior to this, the idea 
of taking hold with a thing called Fitzroy Futures. A forum was started in Fitzroy about the future of 
Fitzroy and the social development of Fitzroy. That forum started back in about 2005, I think, on 
the basis that the state government was going to spend about $50 million in capital expenditure in 
Fitzroy Crossing, and the locals said, “Wouldn’t it be good to build a social program around this?” 
It was the Department of Housing and Works that put the Fitzroy Futures’ project officer up there; 
it was not any other element of government. And Fitzroy Futures is a forum about the future of 
Fitzroy Crossing as a community and as an entity—as a subregional entity. So there was a 
precedent for the Aboriginal people taking this initiative. The question when they take the initiative 
is: do we support them, and do we support them in a holistic way, rather than just putting out a 
multifunction police station or something that deals with the issue on the surface, or build another 
prison? It has to be a much more comprehensive support to the communities.  
Mr P. ABETZ: I have a keen interest in the Indigenous communities. I have been going up to one 
of the communities for about 10 years running holiday programs and getting the feel of what goes 
on there. I have seen the impact that the multifunction police station had at, say, Warburton. It 
really created a significant change and actually allowed for social development, because people did 
not feel so intimidated by the bullies in the community because the police were there. I have some 
appreciation of what you are saying, but it needs to be moved on. It is only part of the solution; it is 
never the solution. One of the things that has really struck me is the need to engage Aboriginal 
young people in education and our failure to be able to engage them. In that particular community, a 
former school principal engaged with the community and came up with a proposal that had the full 
support of the Indigenous community, but the education department did not want to know about it, 
so it has gone nowhere. 
Lt Gen. Sanderson: Yes. 
Mr P. ABETZ: I think, on average, eight per cent of kids go to school on any given day. We keep 
following bureaucratic solutions from Perth, rather than trying something that has been worked out 
locally. We cannot do any worse than we have been doing. By giving those people a sense of 
ownership, because it was their idea, they will probably make sure that it works. That is part of 
what I think needs to happen to build that community. However, I appreciate your comments. 
Lt Gen. Sanderson: You are speaking the same language. I am quite familiar with Warburton, and 
I must admit that on my most recent trip out there I thought that the Department of Education had 
fallen away from the task out there. But you are right; it has to be generated from the bottom up and 
the community has to have ownership of it. I think that is the issue. I will come back to the other 
point about the multifunction police stations. Everywhere they have been put, they have improved 
the circumstances, but from a very poor base. There was no government there. A multifunction 
police station is a first step in the establishment of government in these regions. The policemen they 
have been putting up there have been very good, but they are not trained for being the agents of 
social change. This has to be something else—something more substantial.  
The CHAIRMAN: Is there anything that you would like to add before I close the hearing? 
Lt Gen. Sanderson: I have waxed wide and broad on this subject but I would like to make the point 
to the committee, once again, that I have been thinking about this for a very long time. I realise 
people are dying out there as a consequence of inaction and that needs to be addressed. There has to 
be a short-term direct solution to that particular problem. We have to dig in deep and go to the 
causes of this and find fundamental changes in the way we relate to and deliver services to 
Aboriginal communities to solve this problem. Thank you. 
The CHAIRMAN: We would like to thank you for your evidence before the committee today. A 
transcript of this hearing will be forwarded to you for correction of minor errors. Any such 
corrections must be made and the transcript returned within 10 days from the date of the letter 
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attached to the transcript. If the transcript is not returned within this period, it will be deemed to be 
correct. New material cannot be added via these corrections and the sense of your evidence cannot 
be altered. Should you wish to provide additional information or elaborate on particular points, 
please include a supplementary submission for the committee’s consideration when you return your 
corrected transcript of evidence. Again, thank you very much for coming in today to see us.  
Lt Gen. Sanderson: Thank you, and good luck. 

Hearing concluded at 9.36 am 


