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Years of heavy investment losses, unrestrained spending and a "gravy train 
mentality" have led to a financial crisis in the NSW Aboriginal Land Council which 
has left many indigenous people living in poverty.  

The council's $524 million "nest egg", set up with taxpayers' money to compensate 
Aborigines for loss of land and to help them towards economic independence, fell to 
a perilous low in mid-October just $2 million above its legal minimum. 

This follows a decade of mismanagement and poor investments by previous 
councillors, during a period when they might have expected growth of about 6 per 
cent a year. 

"Some years ago we anticipated the investment fund would be up around the $800 
million mark," the treasurer, Robert Lester, said. 

Many of the 13 present councillors, who meet in Sydney today, are resisting belt-
tightening, claim the former council chairman, Rod Towney, and the former 
secretary, Veronica Graf. 

The present chief executive officer, Jeffrey Bradford, said "it's nail-biting times" for 
the peak body, which uses returns from the fund to pay for the network of 117 local 
land councils. 

Already hit hard by the post-September 11 market dive, further losses would "put us 
in a very precarious position". 

Ms Graf claimed that the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, Andrew Refshauge, had 
failed to act, even though he knew that millions had been lost through a disastrous 
mortgage loans scheme and poorly managed farm enterprises. 

He also knew that infighting on the faction-ridden board had hampered its ability to 
overcome the crisis, she claimed. 

"He could have appointed an investigator into the efficiency and effectiveness of that 
organisation. It's never happened. How long do the Aboriginal people of this state 
have to suffer at the hands of their elected arm before the minister does something 
about the conduct of the councillors?" 

Dr Refshauge said he was restrained by the Aboriginal Land Rights Act, which was 
about "true self-determination", but if the council did not improve its accountability 
he would consider changing the law to give the Government greater powers of 
intervention. 
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The two disaffected councillors have gone public as the most recent NSW 
Ombudsman's annual report is added to three by ICAC and five by the auditor-
general in the past five years expressing serious concerns about the council's 
management. 

The Ombudsman found it had "failed to demonstrate acceptable standards for a 
NSW public sector agency, especially one that is meant to represent and work for 
members of our community who have historically suffered marginalisation by 
government service providers." 

A Herald investigation also found that: 

* The council lost more than $10 million on loans to property developers, despite 
warnings from its financial adviser of the risks. 

* Over 11 years, it lost nearly $9 million on its rural properties portfolio despite 
paying no tax. 

* Board splits ended in a costly court battle, when a councillor, Robert Lester, 
challenged a resolution removing him as treasurer. He lost, but is now back as 
treasurer and wants the council to pay his costs of about $40,000, on top of its own 
of more than $40,000. 
 
 
 


