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Introduction 
 

Ninti One Limited wishes to make this submission to the Government of Western Australia as part of the 

Review of the Regional Development Commissions. As an organisation, we are not in a position to 

comment on the strategies and operations of the Commissions or the results they are achieving since we 

have no direct experience of their work. However, we are able to contribute to the Review by drawing on 

the research we have undertaken through the Desert Knowledge Cooperative Research Centre (DKCRC) 

and for the Department of Indigenous Affairs of the Government of Western Australia. 

 

In addition, our experience in the planning process for the Cooperative Research Centre for Remote 

Economic Participation (CRC-REP), which commenced operation in July 2010, is also relevant. Ninti One 

manages CRC-REP as well as the Australian Feral Camel Management Project. 

 

 

Desert Knowledge Cooperative Research Centre 
 

The Desert Knowledge Cooperative Research Centre (DKCRC) existed from July 2003 to June 2010. It was 

a research and brokerage institution that linked researchers from 28 partner organisations.  

 

In summary, the DKCRC existed to: 

 

• Provide sustainable livelihoods for desert people that are based on natural resource and service 

enterprise opportunities that are environmentally and socially appropriate 

• Encourage sustainable remote desert settlements that support the presence of desert people, 

particularly remote Aboriginal communities, as a result of improved and efficient governance and 

access to services 

• Foster thriving desert regional economies that are based on desert competitive advantages, bringing 

together Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities, government and industry 

• Apply social science insights into governance, human capacity and the design of appropriate 

institutions to all these outcomes. 

 

The DKCRC focused its research efforts on creating useful outcomes with commercial application for 

desert people, communities and our partners. These partners provided in-kind and cash support to the 

DKCRC. 

 

Research of relevance to the Review of the Regional Development Commissions is our work on services to 

remote communities and on sustainable settlements, both of which ran from 2007 to 2010. The research 

supported discrete research projects in the Northern Territory, South Australia, Queensland and Western 

Australia. The work in Western Australia we conducted in two geographical areas: the Ngaanyatjarra Lands 

and the region that spans the East Pilbara and Western Desert regions.  
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The Regional Partnership Agreement on the Ngaanyatjarra Lands  
 

Research on the Ngaanyatjarra Lands was based on a case study of the Regional Partnership Agreement 

(RPA) entered into by three tiers of government and the not-for-profit organisation Ngaanyatjarra Council 

in 2005. Through the research carried out by AIATSIS as a partner of the DKCRC, our aim was to examine 

the Regional Partnership Agreement and its results as a means of exploring three topics: 

 

1. The process of translating policy direction and resource allocation to service delivery through levels 

of bureaucratic administration.  

2. The existing role of the Indigenous sector and its potential to play an increased part in desert 

services.  

3. The current policy environment and the trend towards normalisation of services through the 

Indigenous Reform Agreement and its component COAG partnership agreements.  

 

The research offers insights that are useful to the Review of the Regional Development Commissions. Field 

work on the Ngaanyatjarra Lands involved interviews with people active in the implementation of the RPA 

and its associated Shared Responsibility Agreements, together with an assessment of progress based on 

documents associated with the process. Wider lessons for service delivery in remote areas were drawn from 

this analysis, with a focus on exploring the three topics above.  

 

In the Ngaanyatjarra Lands, the presence of long-term staff in key positions enables very effective 

interpretation of policy changes at State and Federal level to gain the best value for local services but also 

established a dependency on a small number of people (Sullivan 2010a). This is common in many remote 

organisations, for which a change of staff often presents the prospect of a complete sea-change in the 

performance of services. 

 

Similarly, we observed that a long-term vision for a settlement and the region within which it is located 

enables the supply chain of services to be better designed and orientated to goals to which residents 

themselves make a commitment. In this context, a key principle is that service development and 

implementation views both sides of the supply-demand equation and avoids the pitfall of focussing only on 

better delivery of services as opposed to improved access to services for locally-determined objectives. 

Research in the Ngaanyatjarra Lands also showed that bureaucratic control of programmes for servicing 

desert settlements is inherently too slow in responding to demand, inefficient in the application of resources, 

and prone to errors introduced through long supply chains (Sullivan 2010a). Good practice exists in many 

services but often the effectiveness of a service relies on a particular individual or team. When they leave, 

the likelihood of practice being maintained is often low. The issue for desert services that work is how good 

practice can become more integrated into service systems.  

The conclusion of this submission will include observations taken from this research that are relevant to the 

Review of the Regional Development Commissions. 
 

Service interactions in the East Pilbara and Western Desert 
 

The objective of the research in the East Pilbara and Western Desert was to examine the factors and 

processes that determine the boundaries of Martu people’s representation within service arrangements for 

Aboriginal people in the Western Desert of Australia. It is therefore pertinent to any examination of the 

ways in which government institutions define strategy and develop plans for regional and remote areas, 

such as the work of the Regional Development Commissions.  

 

The research methods we used were part of a participatory action framework which enabled a strong focus 

on government and non-government service providers. These included comprehensive semi-structured 

interviews with supply-side actors in service delivery in Newman, participatory observation, issues 

mapping at Newman, a water audit at Parngurr and a housing audit of Martu housing in Newman. An 
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important aspect of the research was the employment and training of Martu researchers, who became 

integral to the delivery of these methods. Field work enabled a picture of the service system for housing to 

be developed. Close collaboration with Martu people and organisations, together with ongoing discussions 

with BHP Billiton on its approach to services in the region, strengthened our analysis.  

 

In this region there is almost no engagement between the demand and supply side of services. The reasons 

often boil down to an absence of representation of local people in governance arrangements for services, 

and we have particularly observed this problem in communities where Martu people live. Martu people 

have yet to reap substantial benefit from mining interests on the Native Title land. The intent of BHP 

Billiton, which does not correlate to Native Title obligations, is thus of particular interest. BHP is 

effectively a service provider, whether in relation to training provision or by directly or indirectly providing 

services (McGrath et al. 2009). 

 

Our research showed that within the Western Desert there exist many ‘supply’ side boundaries which 

represent the roles and responsibility of Government agencies and BHP Billiton, as the two main 

organisations that provide services. Each organisation has its own hierarchy, the members of which have 

roles and responsibilities bounded by broader and diverse spans of geographical territory. Service delivery 

in the Western Desert thus operates as a complex network of different government, non-government and 

mining organisations existing at varying scales, none of whose geographical boundaries coincide or whose 

roles and responsibilities easily coordinate. The partnerships that BHP Billiton coordinates are a mechanism 

of cutting across this inter-organisational complexity but also in turn add to the institutional complexity that 

exists’ (McGrath et al. 2009). 

 

We observed that ‘a number of Martu boundaries exist within the population on the "demand" side of 

services. These include language group and "country" origin, family, age (whether of not an individual is an 

elder), gender and the primary settlement at which an individual is seen to be based. Many of the 

boundaries discussed here primarily relate to identity and were constructed through participatory 

observation and are referred to here for the purpose of emphasising issues of complexity. In no way are 

these claimed to be a definitive account of Martu representations of themselves, and it is likely that there 

exists other boundaries within the Martu world as seen by Martu people’ (McGrath et al. 2009:8).  

 

Further observations are that ‘another boundary which further compounds complexity and supports the 

argument here is whether an individual is identified as Martu or belongs to another Aboriginal group. 

Mining sector, government and non-government programs are often targeted either at Aboriginal people or 

at Martu people; both of these categories render invisible the differences that exist within these categorised 

groups or the hybridity that may exist between them. Often programs are labelled as Aboriginal but target 

Martu people only, or on the other hand, target the generic "other" Aboriginal people and do not attract 

Martu participants. Aboriginal people from elsewhere in Australia working for service organisations are 

often expected to naturally form relationships and/or represent Martu people’ (McGrath et al. 2009:9). 

 

The complexity of Martu identity is not recognised by service providers. ‘The concept of community is 

often used to represent Martu identity in communication between service providers. However, what 

boundaries are determined by the use of the term Martu community in any one conversation between 

service providers is largely unclear. Additionally it has been observed by the authors that any one service 

provider will use the term community inter-changeably to imply varying boundaries around the Martu 

population and Martu settlements. At times service providers include all Martu people within the Western 

Desert region when discussing the "Martu community". Alternatively, only the Martu in Newman are 

included, which may imply either Martu people living in Parnpajinya (a Martu settlement on the edge of 

Newman) or may include both the Martu people living in Parnpajinya and Newman which in both cases 

may at any one time also include people visiting from other Martu communities. The gaze of service 

providers for Martu people is generally focused upon Martu people in Newman/Parnpajinya possibly as a 

result of Newman acting as the office base for service providers. It has been observed that service providers 

(perhaps unconsciously) change the boundaries around the term community depending upon the 

requirements of the task at hand or the focus of the conversation’ (McGrath et al. 2009:9).  
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These observations are relevant to the work of the Regional Development Commissions, which is reliant on 

achieving a comprehensive understanding of local needs and priorities. It was therefore sobering to note 

that ‘Martu identity in the delivery of services is non-existent. The lived reality of Martu people does not 

neatly fall within geographical boundaries that service organisations prefer and define as "communities" but 

instead involves a degree of fluidity where Martu people "belong" and/or are connected strongly to a 

number of geographies across households and settlements, and appear most primarily as a kin-based 

society. Changes and fluidity across time, space and social-group categories within the Martu population 

unsettle policy and program delivery styles based upon a settlement approach only’ (McGrath et al. 

2009:10). 

 

Resonating with observations made in other research conducted by DKCRC, work with Martu people 

illustrated that they often show limited knowledge and understanding of the internal structures and 

processes of the various organisations that interact with them. This ‘institutional landscape … and the many 

supply side boundaries that exist’ (McGrath et al. 2009:10) is rarely considered by Martu people as a 

complex set of government and non-government organisations, departments and divisions. ‘The extent of 

this limited understanding is potentially more acute within the Western Desert when compared to other 

Australian contexts, because of the historically limited cross-cultural contact. Thus a sharp boundary 

between service providers and Martu people is maintained by limited understanding by Martu people about 

service providers and vice versa’ (McGrath et al. 2009:11).  

 

The work with Martu people reinforces the understanding developed through our research that multiple 

interfaces rather than a single interface exist between demand and supply in desert services. The majority of 

service providers in the area ‘expressed a desire to engage Martu people that represent the Martu domain. 

Many organisations are seeking to establish a single Martu interface in which to engage. It is generally the 

case that a few individuals identified by service providers, mostly based in Newman, are asked to attend 

meetings, and speak for Martu people, and at times for all Aboriginal people. These individuals are often 

expected to act in an unpaid capacity for their common good of their "community"; whether this implies 

Parnapjinya, Newman and Parnpajinya or includes all Martu communities across the Western Desert is 

never clear. This form of consultation never allows for the time necessary to allow such individuals to 

facilitate discussion among Martu people, nor does it recognise the potential cultural inappropriateness of 

one Martu representative being able to speak for all Martu people, however this is defined’ (McGrath et al 

2009:11).  

 

We draw inferences from the research for the Review of the Regional Development Commissions in the 

conclusion to this submission. 

 

 

Research for the Indigenous Implementation Board on experiences in the development and 

implementation of regional governance models  
 

In November 2009, the Indigenous Implementation Board of the Government of Western Australia invited 

Ninti One to conduct a desk-based review of international best practice in this area, recent studies on issues 

of governance, examples of regional authorities in Australia and overseas and the key ingredients of success 

of such models. The content of this section of the submission draws heavily on our report to the Indigenous 

Implementation Board (Fisher 2009).  

 

How governance can be achieved in regional and remote Australia and be effective in achieving positive 

change is the subject of considerable discussion in Australia and internationally. The objectives of the work 

were: 

 

1. To conduct research to meet the need of the Indigenous Implementation Board for knowledge and 

information relevant to regional governance models 

2. To provide analysis and commentary to guide the consideration of the Board of this material 
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3. To engage in discussion with Board members on the content of the report and its relevance to their 

aims.  

 

The findings of the review contributed to the development of the Board’s conceptual and practical work on 

regional governance for Western Australia. It focused primarily on the needs and aspirations of Aboriginal 

people. In summary, our conclusions fell into the following categories: 

 

 Perspectives on governance, especially the importance of embedding governance within Aboriginal 

views of effective structures, processes and relationships, while ensuring that it is connected to the 

wider social, political and business environment  

 Approaches to strategy, especially to build a long-term and fundamental grounding for regional 

governance that makes the key choices to define its responsibility and authority 

 Strengthening capacity in a way that matches the ambition of the regional governance model, 

including suitable processes for building confidence, gaining access to specific skills and managing 

risks. This equally applies to supporting better capacity in government to relate to redrawn lines of 

devolved authority 

 Engagement with local people and across the boundaries that lie between business, government and 

a new regional model and with the aim of ensuring that regional governance is outward-looking and 

connected to other sectors  

 Monitoring and evaluation, with an emphasis on transparency of process and information  

 Structures that serve strategy and are fit for purpose.  

  

The first ingredient in effective governance models is a thorough understanding of local perspectives on 

governance. Perceptions of the need for, and the role, value and functions of governance will vary across 

the range of people with an interest in the subject in Western Australia. The most stark divide is likely to lie 

between Aboriginal people on the one hand and government on the other. It will be coloured by individual 

experiences of the most recent form of regional governance from the ATSIC era. And it will be influenced 

by recent developments, such as the Royalties for Regions policy, and how they have been felt by people or 

reported in the media.  

 

As Hunt and Smith have observed, ‘decision-making processes must reflect and resonate with 

contemporary Indigenous views of what are the "proper" relationships, forms of authority, and cultural 

geographies’ (Hunt & Smith 2005). For the development of effective regional governance, a thorough 

process is required to consult with knowledgeable individuals, work through the issues arising and define a 

contemporary Aboriginal view from the selected area in which a regional model is to be developed.  

 

Second, the definition of strategy. This is not just about a strategy document. It involves reaching a clear 

sense of what the remit and the ambition of governance will be within a particular region. This includes key 

decisions about fiscal arrangements, boundaries and partnerships, the definition of services and processes 

for selecting investments in regional development. It is certainly about vision, but more important is the 

task of reaching a shared, visceral understanding with key people and agencies about what a regional 

governance model will look like and feel like, from its level of authority to its ability to connect with 

Aboriginal people, government and business. This includes non-Aboriginal people living in the region.  

 

Third, capacity. This subject recurs in different ways in the literature but boils down to the need for the 

ambition of a regional governance model to be matched by the skills and competencies of the people 

working within it and the systems that they use. As we have seen in our own research, the adoption of 

pooled funds at the regional level calls for a different set of skills and knowledge than the management of 

resources simply allocated by State Government. Partnership with mining companies and effective 

monitoring of programs calls for more specialist skills again.  

 

There are diverse ways to achieve stronger capacity of regional boards and staff, including individual 

coaching and mentoring, formal training, specialist advisors and interpreters (of language and for content). 

Depending on circumstances, there is likely to be a place for all of these approaches, applied in 
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combinations suitable to the needs and wishes of board members. We consider individual support to be 

particularly important, recognising that the backgrounds of disadvantage from which some board members 

may come means that they will require assistance to work in a complex governance environment. 

Documented experience and examples are available to inform the design of such arrangements, including 

from the new shire councils in the Northern Territory.  

 

Capacity is not a single-sided coin. Any improvements to regional governance arrangements for Western 

Australia also need to support capacity building within Federal and State Governments to work effectively 

with devolved decision-making. To a large extent, this will require relevant departments to understand new 

lines of responsibility and to relinquish authority for decisions on which they formerly exercised control. 

Even with the best will on all sides, this is no small task since it represents a fundamental redrawing of the 

landscape and is unsettling for many key individuals in government. New frameworks are required to 

manage risks in this area. 

 

Fourth, processes for engagement. The starting point here is to map where the boundaries and interfaces 

for regional governance lie. A stumbling block for some models of regional governance in Australia and 

overseas has been a disconnection from the wider governance environment, at State and Federal levels but 

also locally. Inherent to any regional model of governance must be a clear sense of how it relates to the 

range of people who will depend on it for direction and decisions, as well as those who may be less closely 

engaged but will be critical to the success of the model, such as government agencies not directly involved 

in Aboriginal affairs.  

 

Processes for engagement are easier to define where objectives are clear, such as prioritising regional 

investment. They will be more problematic in situations that require interventions to be worked out within 

an environment that is already complex and competitive, such as improved services or economic 

development through Aboriginal enterprises. Overall, accountability and decision-making processes should 

be described clearly. Clarity of authority and responsibility is central to effective governance for regional 

development.  

 

Fifth, effective monitoring and evaluation processes. This is critical because it enables performance 

against strategic and operational objectives to be measured, contributes to accountability and is a key 

element of engagement with people living in the region. Examples from Australia, as well as Canada and 

Bangladesh offer specific guidance on this subject, including the use of action research to extend the contact 

of governance with local people and gather valuable monitoring data. A regional development authority that 

makes available information about its progress in a transparent manner helps to build support for 

governance.  

 

Finally, suitable structures. This work flows from decisions made about the other key ingredients. At the 

most basic level an elected board, working groups and a secretariat are clearly important elements, but 

consideration of how this will work in practice takes us back to an understanding of local perspectives, 

which was the first ingredient. The structures selected must be informed by historical context and by 

Aboriginal views on what constitute suitable relationships of authority. Legitimacy in governance comes 

from structures and processes that are validated by the people who will be affected by and involved in them. 

At the same time, they need to operate effectively in the wider environment of contemporary Western 

governance.  

 

 

Cooperative Research Centre for Remote Economic Participation 

 

Ninti One and its partners have recently developed the new Cooperative Research Centre for Remote 

Economic Participation (CRC-REP). This initiative has secured research funding over a seven-year term 

granted by the Department of Innovation, Industry, Science and Research in December 2009 and 

commenced operations in July 2010. The overall objective of CRC-REP is to stimulate sustainable 

economic activity in remote locations while also accommodating unique cultural and social practices that 
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have profound influence on the positive functionality of Aboriginal settlements. Ninti One is the managing 

organisation for CRC-REP.  

The Regional Economies Program of CRC-REP aims to build robust and strong regional economies 

throughout remote Australia through our partners in government, industry and communities. This will 

provide the sustainable employment and enterprise opportunities vital to increasing the level of economic 

participation for remote Australians. Remote regions have unique characteristics that affect their economies. 

The way these features interact differs substantially from the more populous regions. Remote areas are 

harsh places for new enterprises and industries because populations are sparse and highly mobile, resources 

vary widely in time and space and labour markets and economic conditions are highly volatile. Scattered 

resource hot-spots result in single large settlements and businesses in a region, which can distort regional 

economies and lead to power imbalance. These features play a critical part in the social network and 

economic resilience of regions. This Program will develop solutions to these problems. It complements the 

Enterprise Development Program of CRC-REP, which addresses key factors preventing and enabling small 

and medium enterprise development in remote Australia and how such factors can be managed for greater 

economic participation.  

We believe that the CRC-REP, which runs for a term of seven years, offers research capacity and 

opportunities for collaboration with the Government of Western Australia in the field of regional 

development. We would be pleased to discuss this subject further as the results of your review are 

considered for implementation.  

 

 

Conclusions 

 
The observations we have provided in the preceding sections are particularly relevant to those objectives of 

the Regional Development Commissions that address services and economic development, but are pertinent 

to the other objectives too. Our experience of working in remote Australia, including Western Australia, has 

only reinforced our conviction on the importance of effective governance and the models used to foster it. 

To achieve effective governance, strong processes that enable engagement with local people are 

fundamental.  

 

This is where we believe the focus of the Regional Development Commissions is unclear and could be 

enhanced. Much of the evidence presented in this submission supports that view. Our recommendation to 

the Review of the Regional Development Commissions is that approaches to engagement with local people 

are developed in a way that is informed by local knowledge, particularly of Aboriginal people. The insights 

summarised in this submission on misconceptions of the boundaries that determine Martu people’s identity 

are relevant. So is the apparent shortfall in Martu understandings of government. The value of intermediary 

organisations and ways to span the boundary between the worlds of Aboriginal people and government 

agencies is worthy of serious consideration in the future work of Regional Development Commissions. Our 

publications referenced below provide further guidance on this subject.  

 

The Review should acknowledge the initiatives being taken by various government agencies to engage 

better with Aboriginal people. The current National Partnership Agreement on Remote Service Delivery is 

an example that is likely to generate knowledge on improved policy and practice in this area. The critical 

challenge is to maintain both the relevance of policy and also its effective translation to results in remote 

areas. This must be achieved despite the kinds of lengthy supply chains that we observed in the 

Ngaanyatjarra Lands and that naturally exist in a State as large and centralised as Western Australia. 

Investment in local people and organisations is a key part of meeting this challenge. 

 
Much of Australia’s wealth is created in our remote regions, yet many of the people who live there are 

unable to fully participate in the economy. This market failure causes high levels of social and economic 

disadvantage and is proving to be an intractable challenge despite significant investments. We believe that 

the Regional Development Commissions should recognise strongly the potential that exists in remote 
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regions for people to be trained and supported to work in regional and remote areas of Western Australia 

and should include a range of positive measures to support this aim.  
 
Overall, the Regional Development Commissions do not adequately serve the interests of remote areas and 

people in Western Australia. In particular, they fail properly to include the priorities of pastoral producers 

and Aboriginal people. We would therefore propose that a development commission, focused on the 

development needs of remote Western Australia, be developed. We would like the review process to 

give serious consideration to this proposal.  

 
Finally, Ninti One is keen to contribute further to the work of the Regional Development Commissions. 

We would be pleased to respond to any further opportunities to participate.  
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