
Sam Jeffries and George Menham 
 

CHAPTER 7 
Regional Autonomy on the National Agenda 

 
The Regional Council, in its Regional Plan,1  identified three core goals 

that would organise its approach to realising the Murdi Paaki Aboriginal 
people’s vision within the framework of its key values.   These core goals were: 

 
• Better living standards for the Aboriginal people of the Murdi 
Paaki region; 
• Improved social justice for the Aboriginal people of the Murdi 
Paaki region; and 
• Superior governance, administration and strategy for the 
Regional Council. 
 
Through improved governance arrangements, the Council aimed to 

improve living standards and deliver a greater measure of social justice 
through: 

 
• Stronger community participation; 
• More comprehensive regional and community planning;  
• Better coordination of service delivery, and new funding 
arrangements that are more attuned to regional needs and aspirations; 
• Good working relationships with Commonwealth, State and local 
government service providers; and 
• Better outcomes. 
 
Further development of a regional authority was influenced by an 

emerging national approach to regional autonomy to improve the operations of 
the ATSIC Act. 

 In 1997 and 1998 the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission 
undertook a review of the operations of the ATSIC Act.    It presented its report 
to the Minister in March 1998.2  A key chapter of the review report was 
devoted to ‘Strengthening the Regional Focus.’  This reflected the widespread 
desire of Aboriginal people in many areas to have more control over decisions. 

The chapter looked at: 
 
• Reforming Regional Councils; 
• Regional agreements; and 
• Regional authorities. 
 
It was the subject of regional authorities that received the most attention.   
The Commission's report recommended to the Minister that the 

Government reaffirm the principle that structures of Indigenous self-
                                              

1 Murdi Paaki Regional Council, Regional Plan. 
2 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission, Report to the Minister for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Affairs, February 1998. 
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management and self-governance must be sufficiently flexible to accommodate 
diversity and allow people a real say in how they organise their affairs.  

Four proposals for a regional authority form of structure were presented 
to the review, including from the Murdi Paaki Regional Council which 
indicated it favoured the concept of regional autonomy and wanted to move 
towards regional authority status.3

The proposals were to be examined in detail, with regular reports to the 
Board of Commissioners, and with issues identified during the review taken 
into account. 

In September 1999 ATSIC and the then Minister, Senator John Herron, 
issued a discussion paper on regional autonomy for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander communities. 4  The introduction to the report stated: 

 
In the Coalition’s 1998 election policy statement Beyond Welfare the Minister for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs, the Hon. Senator Herron, stated that the 
Coalition ‘would accept the recommendations of the ATSIC Board in relation to 
providing greater regional autonomy’. The Minister went on to say that, ‘the 
Coalition is committed to working with the Indigenous community and ATSIC to 
develop appropriate regional models, and to devolve, where possible, decision 
making and management to the local level.’5

 
In the words of the discussion paper: 
 
Greater regional autonomy refers to the rights of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples to control the decision-making processes over issues that affect their lives and 
their communities.  Autonomy is not confined to local government or the provision of 
services.  Rather, it may embrace self-governance in the broader sense of decision 
making to maintain identity including cultural matters, languages, customary law, 
definition of group membership and ownership and use of land.6

 
Within the specific context of the ATSIC Act, greater regional autonomy 

was seen as devolving powers exercised by the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Commission to Regional Councils. 

Detailed examinations of the proposals presented to the ATSIC review 
did not, however, proceed immediately.  Instead, two years later, ATSIC issued 
a further Report on Greater Regional Autonomy,7 which followed on from the 
discussion paper and meetings with a sample of Regional Councils around the 
country. 

 

                                              
3 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission, Review of the ATSIC Act, p. 67. 
4 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission, Regional Autonomy for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Communities, Discussion Paper, September 1999.
5 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission, Regional Autonomy for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Communities, Discussion Paper, September 1999, Introduction.  
6 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission, Regional Autonomy for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Communities, Discussion Paper, September 1999, p.9.
7 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission, Report on Greater Regional Autonomy, 
June 2000.
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As a result of these processes, ATSIC's position in relation to greater 
regional autonomy at the time can be summarised as follows: 

 
• ‘Greater autonomy’ may embrace self-governance in the broader 
sense of decision making to maintain identity including cultural matters, 
languages, customary law, definition of group membership and 
ownership and use of land; 
• The functions of existing Regional Councils should be enhanced 
by empowering them to enter into agreements, on a regional or sub-
regional basis, to coordinate the provision of services; 
• Structures of Indigenous self-management and self governance 
should be sufficiently flexible to accommodate diversity and allow 
people to have a real say in how they organise their affairs; 
• Priority should be given to Regional Councils having the capacity 
to enter into agreements; and 
• Further work should be done on the form, purpose and potential 
of regional agreements to progress autonomy for Indigenous peoples. 
 
The report on greater regional autonomy noted that the Murdi Paaki 

Regional Council and others were adopting a more evolutionary approach to 
the development of a regional authority. In the case of the Murdi Paaki 
Regional Council, the report noted that it had developed a ‘fairly sophisticated’ 
regional plan underpinned with regional agreements to target better outcomes 
for service delivery.  

The report noted that the Murdi Paaki model had been developed in 
response to the variation between funding guidelines, terms and conditions of 
grants, reporting requirements, and approval and endorsement processes across 
funding bodies. The model built on the Murdi Paaki Aboriginal Housing and 
Infrastructure Regional Agreement.8  The focus of the model was on the means 
by which funds obtained from various agencies would be managed by a 
regional authority. 

In the view of the discussion paper, in terms of ‘autonomy’ the model 
addressed two major issues: 

 
• The Regional Council’s preference for having the capacity to 
apply sanctions to Program Managers who were performing poorly; and 
• Co-ordination: the model proposes an administrative framework 
for a regional authority that would manage road construction and 
maintenance, housing construction and maintenance, service delivery 
arrangements for essential services funded by Commonwealth and State 
governments, economic and social development, planning and financial 
accountability. 
 
                                              

8 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission, Report on Greater Regional Autonomy, 
pp. 26-27.
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The model contained five steps or processes: 
 
1.  The Regional Council would reach agreement with relevant funding 
bodies as to the overall objectives, outcomes and outputs for housing 
and infrastructure projects. This would include ancillary programs such 
as employment and training programs. 
2.  The Regional Council would negotiate with funding bodies to obtain 
funding allocations for housing, infrastructure and ancillary programs. 
3.  The Regional Council would manage funding allocations. 
4.  The Regional Council would engage a Program Manager to oversee 
the implementation of housing and infrastructure projects. 
5.  Each community implementing a discrete program funded by the 
Regional Council would engage a Project Manager to assist with 
planning and implementation of housing, infrastructure and ancillary 
programs. These Project Managers would report to the Regional 
Council’s Program Manager. The Regional Council would report to 
funding bodies.9

 
The report concluded: 
 
It is not certain as to whether the Council will progress the model to a full-scale 
regional authority, as they have been able to achieve some good results through 
working more intensively with their regional plan. The emphasis is on agreement 
about the outcomes they wish to pursue, and the best way to pursue these. 
Discussions within Council have lead to the belief that there is a broad range of 
pathways that will enable greater autonomy and authority.  At one end of the 
spectrum is the development of a regional plan, underpinned by a series of regional 
agreements that would deliver the goals and objectives of Council. The other end of 
the spectrum may be the establishment of the Murdi Paaki Regional Authority, with a 
number of other alternative processes between these two ends of the spectrum. 
 Murdi Paaki Regional Council is currently seeking to engage a consultant to scope 
out possibilities for progressing autonomy in the region, whether through the adoption 
of a regional authority structure or a series of strategies utilising their Regional Plan.  
The Council and their Strategic Planning Executive will consider outcomes of this 
consultancy in order to consult with Community Working Parties before any further 
course of action is adopted.10

 
ATSIC recognised the Murdi Paaki Regional Council’s pursuit of its 

goal of regional autonomy with a grant of funding to enable it to further 
develop its proposals.11

 

                                              
9 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission, Report on Greater Regional Autonomy, 
pp.26-27. 
10 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission, Report on Greater Regional Autonomy, 
pp.26-27.
11 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission, Report on Greater Regional Autonomy, 
p.23. 
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