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Paternalism is not working Politicians must cede power to Indigenous people, write 
Ben Stephens and Matthew Tyler. 
 
Continued Page 4 P rime Minister Malcolm Turnbull will table the 2016 Closing the 
Gap Report in Parliament on Thursday. Since 2009 these annual statements tracking 
the gap between Indigenous and non- Indigenous Australians rarely bring good 
news. Worse still, the associated solemn deliberations have yielded little beyond the 
expression of fine sentiments and an ever-growing proliferation of programs of 
dubious value. 
 
The pessimism expressed on Tuesday by Patrick Dodson and last month by Noel 
Pearson, Australia's two most respected Indigenous leaders, seems only too well-
founded. We wonder how much longer this depressing repetition will continue even 
while solutions exist which would allow Indigenous Australians to take real 
responsibility for their lives and futures. 
 
Far from being inevitable, Australia's failure to achieve meaningful progress in the 
lives of our first people contrasts with the experiences of other settler nations. In the 
United States, the experiences of Native Americans fall short of parity with the 
mainstream but far surpass what is experienced by Indigenous Australians. 
 
The gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in Australia is more than 
double the equivalent gap in the US in terms of high school graduation, employment 
measures and incarceration. 

The reasons for these differences in life outcomes are multifaceted and complex but 
research conducted at Harvard University over the last three decades has revealed 
the decisive role of Native American empowerment. 

Two characteristics stand out. 

First, supported by treaties and legislation, decision-making power in the US has 
been devolved to Native Americans themselves. For instance, in 1990 the Chilkoot 
Tlingit people in Alaska revived their dormant tribal government to administer 
health, housing, education and economic development programs. Rather than 
making all the decisions, federal and state governments provide resources and 
capacity. 

Second, governments have shown preparedness to work with Native American 
institutions designed to fit specific cultural and contextual needs. This means the 
Salish and Kootenai Tribes of Montana adopt a traditional parliamentary democracy 



while the Cochiti Pueblo in New Mexico have no written constitution and tribal 
administrators are appointed by spiritual leaders. 

These are unique systems that blend contemporary checks and balances with cultural 
resonance. 

Success did not occur overnight. 
 
Governments demonstrated patience and acknowledged the reality that self-
governing entities can make (and learn from) mistakes. Along with the US, Canada 
and New Zealand are explicitly committed to indigenous self-determination and, 
most importantly, are moving towards it. 
 
In contrast, Australia is moving in the opposite direction. More control is being 
centred on Canberra and state and territory capitals. Power is held by politicians and 
bureaucrats rather than dispersed among Indigenous people, leaders and 
communities who can drive meaningful change. 

This is Australian exceptionalism we could do without. 
 
Fortunately there are notable Indigenous-led exceptions including the Cape York 
Welfare Reform and Living Change in the East Kimberley. Likewise, we have seen 
the work of groups like the Yawuru of Broome and the Noongar of the South West 
who are deploying Native Title for the benefit of their people. For instance, Yawuru 
develops commercial properties to generate a long-term sustainable income stream 
to fund community-led programs. Examples such as this show that, like capable 
entrepreneurs, when not constrained by government, Indigenous people themselves 
are best positioned to find solutions that are fit for purpose, context and culture. 
 
So what do we propose? Many of the necessary reforms are presented in the 
Empowered Communities: Empowered Peoples report released in March 2015 
by Indigenous leaders from eight regions across Australia. 
 
Empowered Communities is Let Aboriginal people take control of their destiny From 
Page 1 fundamentally concerned with creating a system where Indigenous people are 
enabled to lead their own cultural, political and economic development. 
 
Consider the government's Remote Schools Attendance Scheme (RSAS), announced 
with much fanfare as an elixir for Indigenous education. 

Promises were made, service providers engaged and activities carried out. The only 
thing missing was a sustained increase in school attendance. Who was held to 
account for this debacle? Nobody. 
 
In contrast, under Empowered Communities, it would be Indigenous people 
themselves designing approaches to increase school attendance, supported by 
government funding in an even partnership. 
 
An independent umpire - the Indigenous Policy Productivity Council would then be 
responsible for holding both parties to account, ensuring they deliver on their 
promises. 



Now, the cynics - and there are a few - will say that we have tried handing 
responsibility to Indigenous people through the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Commission (ATSIC). Indisputably ATSIC fell short in many respects. 
 
But are we really to believe that Indigenous people are simply incapable of taking 
meaningful responsibility? Of course not. 
 
Moreover, conflating ATSIC with Empowered Communities reflects a gross 
misunderstanding for at least two reasons. First, individual and family responsibility 
is central to the Empowered Communities model. There are no voices, least of 
all Indigenous Australians, interested in passive welfare. 
 
Second, the inclusion of an independent umpire, the IPPC, and the accountability it 
brings would fundamentally transform the landscape of Indigenous affairs. 

The Empowered Communities process has enjoyed strong bipartisan endorsement 
and was widely supported when it was released. 

But progress has stalled because the Turnbull government is yet to provide a 
meaningful response to the recommendations despite receiving them almost 12 
months ago. 

Progress occurs when good policy meets good politics. As it stands, we have both. 
Turnbull is armed with political capital that can be spent to make meaningful reform. 

Einstein claimed that insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and 
expecting different results. 

Our sincere hope is that rather than continuing the merry-go- round of repeated 
mistakes, the Turnbull government embraces real solutions. 
 
Ben Stephens and Matthew Tyler are graduate students at Harvard University with 
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