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PART B: REVIEWING THE INTERVENTION – REPORTS AND 

CONSULTATIONS 

 

The Yu review 

 

On 6 June 2008, the Federal Government announced a review, headed by West 

Australian Aboriginal leader Peter Yu, to evaluate the first year of the NTER. 

This raised hope of potential changes amongst those who were concerned about 

some of the Intervention‘s impacts. Thus the Northern Territory Emergency 

Response Review Board (the Review Board) was established with instructions 

to: 

 
• Examine evidence and assess the overall progress of the NTER in improving the 

safety and wellbeing of children and laying the basis for a sustainable and better 

future for residents of remote communities in the Northern Territory; 

• Consider what is and isn‘t working and whether the current set of NTER 

measures will deliver the intended results, whether any unintended consequences 

have emerged, and whether other measures should be developed; and 

• In relation to each NTER measure, make an assessment of its effects to date, and 

recommend any changes to improve each measure and monitor performance.18 

 

From early July until late August 2008, the Review Board met with 31 

Aboriginal communities and spoke with representatives of 56 other 

communities throughout the NT. Government officials and service delivery 

agencies were consulted, but the emphasis was on direct communication with 

Aboriginal people affected by the Intervention. The review also received over 

200 public submissions. As an independent review, the Yu committee was 

more likely to hear the real views of Aboriginal people than were government 

agencies.  

 

The following extract from the Yu report‘s summary of findings show that the 

people affected were far from happy about many aspects of the Intervention. 

There was acknowledgement of some benefits – mainly from elements other 

than income management – but also serious criticisms. We have marked in bold 

the remarks on income management: 

 
In many communities there is a deep belief that the measures introduced by the 

Australian Government under the NTER were a collective imposition based on race. 
 

There is a strong sense of injustice that Aboriginal people and their culture have been 

seen as exclusively responsible for problems within their communities that have 

arisen from decades of cumulative neglect by governments in failing to provide the 

most basic standards of health, housing, education and ancillary services enjoyed by 

the wider Australian community. 
 

                                              
18 Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, NTER 

Review, (2009). 

 http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/indigenous/progserv/ntresponse/nter_review/Pages/default.aspx 

at 29 August 2011. 

http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/indigenous/progserv/ntresponse/nter_review/Pages/default.aspx
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Support for the positive potential of NTER measures has been dampened and delayed 

by the manner in which they were imposed. The Intervention diminished its own 

effectiveness through its failure to engage constructively with the Aboriginal people it 

was intended to help. 
 

Despite these very significant drawbacks the Review Board has observed definite 

gains as a result of the Intervention. It has heard widespread, if qualified, community 

support for many NTER measures. 
 

Aboriginal people welcome police stations in communities previously dependent on 

periodic patrols. They want to work cooperatively with police to build greater security 

and stability in their homes. 
 

Similarly, there is support for measures designed to reduce alcohol-related violence, 

to increase the quality and availability of housing, to improve the health and 

wellbeing of communities, to advance early learning and education leading to 

productive and satisfying employment — these matters are uncontentious. 
 

The benefits of income management are being increasingly experienced. Its 

compulsory, blanket imposition continues to be resisted, but the measure is 

capable of being reformed and improved. 

 

People who do not wish to participate should be free to leave the scheme. It 

should be available on a voluntary basis and imposed only as a precise part of 

child protection measures or where specified by statute, subject to independent 

review. In both cases it should be supported by services to improve financial 

literacy. 

 

Income management is in many respects representative of other NTER 

measures. If it is modified and improved, then the resistance to its original 

imposition might be negated. 

 

The Board has examined the operation of all NTER measures and made 

recommendations to improve their effectiveness and fairness…19 

 

In its recommendations, the Review Board reiterated its opposition to 

compulsory income management: 
 

It is recommended that: 
 

Income management 

 

• The current blanket application of compulsory income management in the 

Northern Territory cease. 

• Income management be available on a voluntary basis to community members 

who choose to have some of their income quarantined for specific purposes, as 

determined by them. 

• Compulsory income management should only apply on the basis of child 

protection, school enrolment and attendance and other relevant behavioural 

triggers. These provisions should apply across the Northern Territory. 

                                              
19 Peter Yu, Marcia Ella Duncan, Bill Gray, Report of the NTER Review Board (2008), 9-10.  

http://www.nterreview.gov.au/docs/report_nter_review/docs/Report_NTER_Review_October

08.pdf at 29 August 2011. 

http://www.nterreview.gov.au/docs/report_nter_review/docs/Report_NTER_Review_October08.pdf
http://www.nterreview.gov.au/docs/report_nter_review/docs/Report_NTER_Review_October08.pdf
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• All welfare recipients to have access to external merits review. 

• Centrelink conduct field interviews with individuals to explain changes to income 

management to ensure that those who wish to remain on income management can 

do so with administrative ease.20 

 

The Yu review made it quite clear that whatever support existed for income 

management was not for the compulsory universal program, as originally 

implemented. It stated explicitly that the program should be voluntary except in 

specific circumstances triggering child protection action. This judgement was a 

clear independent recommendation for a major modification to the program. 

 

This recommendation for voluntary income management was not accepted in 

the Government‘s response to the Yu report. Nor was it offered as an option to 

be considered in the NTER options paper presented to Aboriginal communities 

in 2009 for consultation.21  

 

Indigenous Affairs Minister Jenny Macklin has repeatedly claimed that her 

department‘s policy decisions in relation to the NTER are evidence-based. This 

contradicts the Yu report, which noted that after one year there was no 

evidence of the Intervention having improved child safety (the primary factor 

claimed as the reason for the initiative): 

 
Recent reforms to the Northern Territory child protection system are a response to a 

steady increase in child protection reports (a national trend): notifications increased 

by 93 per cent since 2001, and the number of children in care increased 120 per cent. 

While Northern Territory child protection reforms are still at an early stage of 

implementation the Board found no evidence of increased confidence in reporting 

child maltreatment in Aboriginal communities. 
 

The Board heard a number of recent examples of attempts to report abuse or neglect 

to child protection authorities where there was no effective response. Police, local 

government officials and Aboriginal community members gave examples. More 

broadly, most communities reported little or no perceived change in the safety and 

wellbeing of Aboriginal children as a result of the NTER. 
 

Throughout our consultations, communities called for evidence about the NTER‘s 

dealing with child sexual abuse. Many people also expressed anger at having 

conditions imposed on them for what was seen as an issue relevant to a small 

proportion of people. It was stated at some consultations that issues concerning the 

neglect of children was more widespread and should receive more attention... 
 

In addition, many people were exasperated that child abuse and neglect were issues 

throughout Australia and that non-Aboriginal Australians were as likely to harm their 

children. Numerous media reports from around Australia were cited as examples of 

non-Aboriginal neglect and abuse of children, highlighting the claim that Northern 

                                              
20 Ibid 12 
21 Australian Government ‗Future Directions for the Northern Territory Emergency Response 

– Discussion paper‘ (2009). 

http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/indigenous/pubs/nter_reports/future_directions_discussion_pap

er/Documents/discussion_paper.pdf at 29 August 2011. 

http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/indigenous/pubs/nter_reports/future_directions_discussion_paper/Documents/discussion_paper.pdf
http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/indigenous/pubs/nter_reports/future_directions_discussion_paper/Documents/discussion_paper.pdf
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Territory Aboriginal people had been unfairly singled out.  
 

It seems clear to the Board that these perceptions have eroded the Aboriginal 

community‘s confidence in the NTER‘s capacity to address child safety and 

wellbeing. 22  

 

The report noted that there were no baseline data from which to measure any 

hypothetical improvement: 
 

Lack of evidentiary material  

 

While considerable quantitative and qualitative data is available in the key areas of 

health, housing, education, policing and employment in remote Territory communities, 

it was clear that little or no baseline data existed to specifically evaluate the impacts of 

the NTER… The lack of empirical data has proved to be a major problem for this 

Review and is an area that requires urgent attention. 

 

Recommendation  

 

A single integrated information system that enables regular measurement of outcomes 

of all government agency programs and services that target Aboriginal communities 

in the Northern Territory.23 

 

Therefore the Review categorically denied that the Intervention was evidence-

based: 

 
The Board has been asked to ‗examine evidence and assess the overall progress of the 

NTER in improving the safety and wellbeing of children and laying the basis for a 

sustainable and better future for residents of remote communities in the NT‘. 
 

It is very evident that the processes which characterise the design and implementation 

of the NTER were not based on a consideration of current evidence about what works 

in Indigenous communities.24 

 

The Government response to the Yu report 

 

The Review Board led by Peter Yu released its report on 13 October 2008; 

amid rumours that the report had been watered down. The Federal Government 

announced an interim response 10 days later. The final response was released 

jointly with the Northern Territory Government on 21 May 2009. 

 

The joint response expressed general support for the Review Board‘s 

recommendations, especially those relating to the development of new plans or 

strategies. For example, the Federal and NT Governments agreed that there was 

                                              
22 Peter Yu, Marcia Ella Duncan, Bill Gray, Report of the NTER Review Board (2008) 

Commonwealth of Australia, 34.  

http://www.nterreview.gov.au/docs/report_nter_review/docs/Report_NTER_Review_October

08.pdf at 29 August 2011. 
23 Ibid 16. 
24 Ibid 47. 

http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/Bye.aspx?Url=http://www.jennymacklin.fahcsia.gov.au/internet/jennymacklin.nsf/content/nter_measure_23oct08.htm
http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/indigenous/pubs/nter_reports/response_to_reportNTER/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.nterreview.gov.au/docs/report_nter_review/docs/Report_NTER_Review_October08.pdf
http://www.nterreview.gov.au/docs/report_nter_review/docs/Report_NTER_Review_October08.pdf


Evidence-free Policy Making? The Case of Income Management 

20 

 

a need for alcohol management plans, local employment strategies, a youth 

development strategy and capacity-building for Aboriginal leadership. There 

was also a commitment to ‗resetting the relationships‘ to counter ill will about 

the earlier process.  

 

In terms of specific commitments, the Federal Government agreed to reinstate 

the Racial Discrimination Act and to pay just compensation to Aboriginal 

owners for having taken over their property without consent – ie to undo 

egregious violations that should never have been perpetrated in the first place.  

 

In relation to income management, the key recommendations that income 

management be made into a primarily voluntary program was rejected. Instead, 

the Government declared its intention to maintain compulsory income 

management, but to consult with indigenous communities on how to improve 

the process and make it racially non-discriminatory.  

 

‘Redesign’ consultations 

 

On the same day as the joint response to the Yu report, the Federal Department 

of FaHCSIA released a discussion paper on ‗future directions‘ for the NTER,25 

as the basis for consultations with Aboriginal communities. 

 

A major motivation for conducting consultations was legal. By imposing 

regulation and suspending the rights specifically of Aboriginal people, the 

NTER was inviting a legal challenge under the Racial Discrimination Act. The 

Government‘s defence against allegations of discrimination was to characterise 

the NTER (or elements of it) as ‗special measures‘, race-specific provisions 

created for the benefit of Aboriginal people. However, in order to qualify as 

special measures, both Australian and international law require the consultation 

and consent of the people affected. In this case, if Aboriginal people in the 

Northern Territory were seen to oppose aspects of the NTER, a court might 

find that these did not constitute special measures, but racial discrimination. As 

we show later in this article, a number of Aboriginal organisations voiced the 

suspicion that the FaHCSIA consultation was primarily intended to head off 

litigation.  

 

FaHCSIA‘s discussion paper declared that the Government intended to 

continue some aspects of the Intervention, but was holding consultations to 

hear the views of people affected by the measures. The process was described 

as ‗redesign consultations‘, and a few proposed changes were outlined. Most 

important, legally and symbolically, was the pledge to reinstate the RDA. To do 

this required some major changes related to Income management.  

                                              
25 Australian Government ‗Future Directions for the Northern Territory Emergency Response 

– Discussion paper‘ (2009). 

http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/indigenous/pubs/nter_reports/future_directions_discussion_pap

er/Documents/discussion_paper.pdf at 29 August 2011. 

http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/indigenous/pubs/nter_reports/future_directions_discussion_paper/Documents/discussion_paper.pdf
http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/indigenous/pubs/nter_reports/future_directions_discussion_paper/Documents/discussion_paper.pdf
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Two policy options on income management were presented for discussion. One 

of the options should have been to make income management non-compulsory, 

as strongly recommended by the Review Board. Instead the options offered 

were: 

 

 a) Maintain compulsory income management but with some changes: 

extend it to non-Aboriginal recipients with a complicated system by 

which individuals can try to get exempted and remove some categories; 

or  

b) Maintain the compulsory status quo on a non racial basis. During the 

subsequent consultation process, those objectors who said that income 

management should be non-compulsory; were not reported as such since 

this was not one of the options on offer. Comments about the 

discriminatory nature of the system were interpreted as approval for its 

extension to wider recipients.  

 

The discussion paper read like a public relations brochure promoting the 

Intervention as beneficial, rather than a genuine attempt to ascertain the desires 

of people affected by it. It was later evident that the Government had already 

decided what the results of the discussion would be. The failure to take on 

suggested changes supports doubts about the entire ‗redesign‘ consultation 

process – the outcome seemed to be already decided.  

 

The consultations took place from June through August 2009 and came under 

considerable criticism, both for how the process was run and what options were 

offered. Like the Intervention itself, the consultation process was not negotiated 

with the people affected. Most of the meetings were not fully recorded, nor was 

all the content published. Unlike the earlier Yu review or the later Senate 

Inquiry, these consultations did not make public the submissions received. 

Summaries were produced which seemed limited to material substantially 

supporting FaHCSIA‘s discussion paper. Not surprisingly, their report resulting 

from the consultations indicated overwhelming support for the Government‘s 

actions. Yet we know that a large number of indigenous affairs and social 

justice organisations, including some of Australia‘s most authoritative voices in 

these areas, were strongly in dissent. This suggested that Indigenous views or 

expert opinions were not taken seriously, unless they agreed with the 

Government. 

 

The following section includes some quotes from correspondence and 

submissions that show some of the doubts expressed during and about the 

consultation process.  

 

Laynhapuy Homelands Association 
 

The Laynhapuy Homelands Association Inc. (LHAI) is an association of the 
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Yolngu living across 10 000 square km of northeast Arnhem Land. In this 

extract from its submission to the eventual Senate Inquiry, LHAI questioned 

the value of its meeting with FaHCSIA bureaucrats. The group made clear that 

its participation must not be used to justify or argue for continuation of NTER. 

We have marked in bold the comments related to income management and 

BasicsCard, the card on which 50 per cent of a welfare recipient‘s benefit is 

loaded: 

 
LHAI members however met with Australian Government representatives during the 

Tier 1 & 2 consultations on Future Directions for the Northern Territory Emergency 

Response at a ‗mala leaders‘ meeting held at Gurrumurru Homeland on 28 July 2009.  

 

The collective view put by the ‗mala leaders‘ (ie. homeland clan leaders) was that: 

―The Racial Discrimination Act should be fully reinstated. The problems our people 

face can be addressed through programs and funding targeted on a needs basis alone, 

under the Closing the Gap policy. We should not be subjected to ‗special measures‘ 

that separate us out or impose things on us without agreement. Our participation in 

this consultation about Future Directions for the NTER, must not be used by the 

Australian Government to argue for the continuation of the NTER, intervention, or 

justify what has been done to date.‖ 

 

The position of senior Yolngu representing our homelands is clear from the above. 

For homeland residents the NTER has delivered little, if anything, other than an 

increased recognition that there has historically been a lack of investment by the 

Australian and Territory governments in health, education and training services. 

Fundamental assumptions behind the NTER which gave rise to the original NTER 

legislation, and which are now being construed as ‗special measures‘, continue to be 

unfounded, inappropriate and unhelpful in the Laynhapuy homeland context. 
 

Income Management as currently implemented continues to stigmatise people, 

and impose real hardship on families who have no easy access (logistically or 

financially) to transport, to banks, to stores or to Centrelink. These problems 

will not be resolved by the proposed changes to the Income Management regime. 

 

In general, the BasicsCard approach will continue to be cumbersome for clients, 

administratively very expensive, and punitive rather than incentive based. It is 

simply not a smart approach, even if it will no longer be discriminatory and 

provides for individual „exemptions‟.  
 

Reforms to CDEP, to force people onto welfare benefits so they can be subject to 

Income Management, and the new Job Services Australia arrangements are 

inappropriate and ineffectual in terms of the stated employment objectives and are 

socially damaging as it causes confusion and undermines structures of authority, 

accountability and incentive that are already in place under CDEP and working with a 

greater level of success. 26 

 

Note that this change in the payment system meant that Community 

Development Employment Projects (CDEP) payments were no longer seen as 

                                              
26 Letter from Ric Morton on behalf of Laynhapuy Homelands Association to Senate 

Community Affairs Legislation Committee, 15 February 2010. 

http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/soc_sec_welfare_reform_racial_discrim_0

9/submissions/sub80.pdf at 29 August 2011. 

http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/soc_sec_welfare_reform_racial_discrim_09/submissions/sub80.pdf
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/soc_sec_welfare_reform_racial_discrim_09/submissions/sub80.pdf
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wages but benefits to ensure that income could be quarantined.  
 

Central Land Council 

 

Another very significant Aboriginal organisation, the Central Land Council 

(CLC), also expressed apprehension about the motives behind the 

consultations:  

 
Recent media reports regarding the FaHCSIA minute, detailing legal advice it had 

received from AGS, suggests that the Commonwealth may not be conducting the 

consultations in good faith but rather as a risk management strategy. The minute 

suggests that through the consultations, the Commonwealth is hoping to gain a legal 

advantage should the constitutionality of the compulsory acquisition of the 5 Year 

Leases make it to the courts. The issue of course is whether, once the Racial 

Discrimination Act 1975 is reinstated in relation to the Northern Territory National 

Emergency Response Act 2007 (NTNER Act), the compulsory acquisition of 5 Year 

Leases is more likely to be characterised by the High Court as a special measure if 

there has been extensive consultation with Aboriginal people living in the Northern 

Territory. 

 

Presuming that the FaHCSIA minute is authentic (and one must presume that it is, 

given that the Department has not stated otherwise), the Commonwealth's sincerity in 

relation to the consultations is questionable. We are writing to ensure that our 

appearance at the Darwin consultation is not misconstrued or improperly relied on by 

the Commonwealth. 

 

The CLC will participate in the Darwin consultation subject to the following 

disclaimers and conditions…27 

 

The CLC did participate, but described to the later Senate Inquiry its concerns 

about the FaHCSIA consultation process: 

 
One of the major problems with the redesign consultation was confusion about its 

purpose. This was not made clear in the Future Directions Discussion Paper or 

through the process itself. Was it intended to provide an opportunity for people to 

provide feedback on the NTER? If so, it was too overtly geared towards obtaining 

support for the measures. Further, substantial feedback on the perspectives of the 

NTER measures is already available following more independent processes. Was it 

intended to gather information about the effectiveness of the NTER? If so, it relied on 

very poor research methodology. Was it intended to consult in relation to, or obtain 

consent for, proposed new measures? If so, as described above, the process simply did 

not provide respondents with an opportunity to agree or disagree with specific 

proposals.  
 

Without clear and appropriate goals and an effective design, a consultation process 

may be not only ineffective but also counter-productive. Any consultation process in 

relation to the NTER must have regard to the second major recommendation of the 

                                              
27 Central Land Council, ‗Submission to the Senate Community Affairs Committee Inquiry 

into Social Security and Other Legislation Amendment Welfare Reform and Reinstatement of 

Racial Discrimination Act) Bill 2009 and related bills‘ (2010) 8-9. 

http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/soc_sec_welfare_reform_racial_discrim_0

9/submissions/sub61.pdf at 29 August 2011 

http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/soc_sec_welfare_reform_racial_discrim_09/submissions/sub61.pdf
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/soc_sec_welfare_reform_racial_discrim_09/submissions/sub61.pdf
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NTER Review Board: that in addressing the needs of remote communities the NT and 

Australian Governments must ‗reset their relationship with Aboriginal people based 

on genuine consultation, engagement and partnership‘ (2008: 12). This is required 

both to repair damage caused by certain earlier NTER processes and to ensure that 

new measures are effective in the long term.  
 

This resetting of the relationship cannot simply be achieved by any consultation 

process. Nor is it sufficient to implement a process whose overarching objectives are 

to present the Government‘s own views on the NTER and collect ‗feedback from 

stakeholders on the benefits of the various NTER measures, and how they could be 

made to work better‘. Where a consultation process does not provide Aboriginal 

people with improved control over their own circumstances and an opportunity to 

participate in solutions then it instead further marginalises people, perpetuating the 

situation where Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory are at times both over-

consulted and systemically ignored.  
 

Against this general concern, the CLC notes the following flaws in the consultation 

process and the documents on which the process relied:  

 

• Lack of independence: the government who undertook all of the consultations, 

was both arguing that all NTER measures had been effective and purporting to 

obtain feedback on those measures;  

• Misleading / one-sided presentations: for example, in relation to the five-year 

leases the Future Direction Discussion Paper and PowerPoint presentation used in 

the consultation carefully avoid any reference to the compulsorily acquisition of 

leases against the wishes of landowners, and instead rely on the misleading 

assertion that the leases were required for the delivery of services, repair of 

buildings and upgrade of infrastructure;  

• Lack of information: in the CLC‘s experience, there is still a significant level of 

confusion about the NTER measures. The material used in the consultation 

process is more concerned with promoting the NTER than explaining exactly 

how the measures work and how they relate to other possible options, and did not 

address the need of communities for improved information;  

• Lack of notice: community members have reported being unaware of the timing 

of consultation meetings;  

• Lack of interpreters… during the consultation process; and  

• Lack of transparency: the information was collected, collated, interpreted and 

disseminated by the Government without any opportunity for its conclusions to 

be reviewed.  
 

In light of these significant deficiencies, the CLC argues that the process was flawed. 

The CLC also finds it difficult to see what the consultation process has achieved, and 

urges that it not be considered a model for future consultation.28 

 

The CLC produced a discussion paper in August 2009, in response to 

FaHCSIA‘s ‗Future Directions‘ paper expressing the following viewpoints and 

recommendations: 

 
• A far greater proportion of NTER program funds should be devoted to programs 

that actually support women, children and families, including through the 

employment of a greater number of Child Protection Workers based in remote 

communities, and providing intensive case management support for families that 

                                              
28 Ibid. 
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are struggling to care for their children; 

• The NTER was declared in haste, and lacks a policy framework outlining the 

overall aim, objectives and targets for the measures, making it impossible to 

evaluate its effectiveness; 

• That lack of engagement with Aboriginal people and their organisations over the 

announcement and implementation of the NTER has resulted in deep 

disappointment, disillusionment and anger for Aboriginal people in central 

Australia; 

• The lack of recognition for Aboriginal people – their culture, their communities, 

their expertise, their organisations and their property rights – and their exclusion 

from the policy formulation and implementation process is completely contrary to 

best practice community development approaches and threatens the success of all 

of the NTER measures, despite record levels of government investment; and 

• The Australian and NT Governments should work with Aboriginal people and 

their organisations towards a long term, evidence-based development plan for 

Aboriginal people in the NT utilising a community development approach, 

drawing on available evidence and rigorous program evaluation, and specifying 

the level of government investment required.29 

 

This summary expressed the view of many experts about the consultations and 

the Intervention itself: 

 
The CLC agrees that levels of family violence, substance misuse and child neglect are 

tragically high and that the living conditions for many residents in remote 

communities are appalling. It is relatively easy to identify the problems; it is not easy, 

however, to build lasting solutions. The CLC contends that any process which 

continues to systematically marginalise Aboriginal people from creating and driving 

solutions to these complex issues is ultimately doomed to fail.30 

 

In relation to income management, the CLC decried the limited options (simply 

compulsory or compulsory with rare exceptions) offered by FaHCSIA for 

discussion:  

 
Consistent with our 2008 submission [to the Yu Review], the CLC considers that 

blanket income management is discriminatory and does not promote responsible 

behaviour. The CLC supports a change in the current arrangements from a blanket 

approach to an approach which targets individual behaviours. Income management is 

one of the most significant of the NTER measures and it is vital that a comprehensive 

and evidence-based approach is adopted for welfare reform. The CLC community 

survey (July 2008) found that around half of those surveyed in the CLC region were 

in favour of income management. The move to a voluntary income management 

model must ensure that individuals would still be supported to manage their income. 

[This means] all remote community residents should have access to financial literacy 

programs and family budgeting support. 

 

With respect to welfare reform the CLC recommends that: 

 

• On-going monitoring and evaluation of any welfare reform measures should be a 

priority and should be made publicly accessible; 

• Monitoring and evaluation should include an assessment of costs of 

                                              
29 Central Land Council Response, Future Directions for the NTER Discussion Paper (2009).  
30 Ibid. 
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implementation against the benefits associated with the changes; 

• A specialist taskforce be created, including local Aboriginal representation and 

specialist expertise, to oversee the evaluation of any welfare reform programs and 

develop a comprehensive welfare reform policy framework; 

• Individuals should have the option to voluntarily opt for their income to be 

managed, whether they live in a prescribed area or not; 

• Financial literacy support programs and access to banking services be expanded. 
 

The CLC does not support either [FaHCSIA‟s] Option 1 or Option 2. The CLC 

supports the recommendation of the NTER Review board that income 

management that be voluntary, or should only apply on the basis of child 

protection, school enrolment or school attendance triggers (our bold) 

 
The CLC recognised levels of income management support but still opposed the 

continued universal compulsion because it was seen as wrong, despite some local 

support.31    
 

Aboriginal Medical Services Alliance of the Northern Territory (AMSANT) 

 

AMSANT is the peak body for Aboriginal community-controlled health 

services in the NT and its concerns about the earlier FaHCSIA consultations 

were explained during the later Senate hearings: 

 
Question: 

 

AMSANT said ICC and GBM (Indigenous Coordination Centres and Government 

Business Managers) involvement in the Future Directions Tier 1 and Tier 2 

community consultations were problematic and not conducive to achieving unbiased 

outcomes. Senator Boyce asked, ―Have you had any further information about things 

that happened that demonstrate this?‖ 
 

Answer: 

 

The statement in AMSANT‘s written submission was based on a number of sources: 

 

i. Reporting back to an AMSANT general meeting from our member service 

organisations that attended community consultation meetings; 

ii. Reports provided to AMSANT staff from our member services on deficiencies of 

the management of consultations and information provided by ICC managers 

during Tier 2 consultation meetings; 

iii. Reports provided to AMSANT by member services on problems with individual 

GBMs in terms of their relationships with communities and lack of consultation or 

insensitive consultation styles with community members; and 

iv. Literature on cross-cultural communication and consultation processes. 
 

These sources of information suggested that the lack of independence of ICC and 

GBM government staff in relation to the issues they were speaking to, and in 

situations where they were in control of Tier 1 and Tier 2 consultations, was 

problematic and places in question the outcomes of the consultations, including the 

accuracy of responses. 

 

                                              
31 Ibid. 
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For example, there is an extensive literature on the phenomenon of ‗gratuitous 

concurrence‘ in influencing the responses of Aboriginal people in interactional 

contexts with non-Indigenous people, particularly with those in positions of authority. 

It is inconceivable that, for example, consultations conducted by GBMs on a one-on-

one or small group basis, would not be affected by such interactional difficulties to 

some extent. 

 

In addition, the fact that there was no amelioration of these effects on Tier 1 and 2 

consultations by ensuring the presence of independent legal and other advice, further 

compromises the outcomes of the consultations. 

 

AMSANT maintains that the failure to address well-established principles of effective 

cross-cultural communication and consultation represents a significant flaw in the 

design of the consultations. This is, of course, in addition to the many other technical 

flaws in the consultation process identified in AMSANT‘s written submission and 

those of many other organisations.32 

 

Will They Be Heard? 

 

One criticism of the process was that little information was released publicly. 

The Government claimed its decisions were based on what was said during the 

FaHCSIA consultations of June–August 2009, but we have no access to the 

content of most of the consultations which it claims supported its views. The 

following article from the New Matilda highlighted this problem and also 

reviewed Will They be Heard?33 a report on the consultation process based on 

the few published meeting proceedings by a group called ‗Concerned 

Australians‘, including Alastair Nicholson and members of the Jumbunna 

Indigenous House of Learning Research Unit at the University of Technology, 

Sydney.  

 
The Government Wants a Word with You 

 

What does it mean when the Government says it is "consulting" a particular 

community as it designs policy? Not much, apparently, if that community happens to 

be Indigenous. 
 

As the Government goes about a particularly interesting series of consultations about 

the Northern Territory Intervention with the communities affected by it, more people 

are questioning whether their results will have any validity. 

 

Earlier this year, Chris Graham, the editor of the National Indigenous Times wrote a 

"punter‘s guide to cutting through the spin of an Aboriginal community consultation". 

Graham translated the consultation‘s stated purpose — that "we need to talk with 

community people about these changes" — as: "the Government needs to ‗talk to 

                                              
32 Aboriginal Medical Services Alliance of the Northern Territory (AMSANT) ‗Answers to 

questions on notice to the Aboriginal Medical Services‘ (2010) Provided to the Senate 

Community Affairs Legislation Committee. 

http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/soc_sec_welfare_reform_racial_discrim_0

9/submissions/QoN7AMSANT.pdf  at 29 August 2011. 
33 Alastair Nicholson, Larissa Behrendt, Alison Vivian, Nicole Watson and Michele Harris, 

Will they be heard? – a response to the NTER Consultations (June to August 2009) 9. 

http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/soc_sec_welfare_reform_racial_discrim_09/submissions/QoN7AMSANT.pdf
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/soc_sec_welfare_reform_racial_discrim_09/submissions/QoN7AMSANT.pdf
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you‘ because legal advice tells it that if it doesn‘t, it might lose a legal challenge that 

may be brought against it." 

 

Now, beyond scepticism over the good-faith motives of the Government holding the 

talks at all, serious doubts are being raised over whether it will actually pay attention 

to the feedback it gathers. More disturbingly, the way it has gone about the process 

strongly suggests that the process has been carefully designed to produce only the 

kind of feedback it wants. 

 

Tomorrow, at Melbourne Law School, speakers including former prime minister 

Malcolm Fraser and retired Melbourne bishop Hilton Deakin will launch a report 

entitled Will they be heard? A response to the NTER consultations June—August 

2009. 

 

The report is based on independent records of recent consultations held at the 

Northern Territory communities of Utopia, Bagot and Ampilatwatja. It was prepared 

by the Hon. Alastair Nicholson, Larissa Behrendt, Alison Vivian, Nicole Watson and 

Michele Harris of the Jumbunna Indigenous House of Learning, with the transcribing 

of the consultations initiated and coordinated by a group called "Concerned 

Australians". 

 

You hear a great deal about "consultation" in Indigenous affairs. Paradoxically, 

consultation itself is a rare creature, far more spoken of than seen. Few people know 

what it actually looks like. Will they be heard? allows us a rare glimpse into the 

Northern Territory Emergency Response (NTER) consultations, about which little 

information has been officially released. 

 

Exactly what classifies as a valid consultation varies according to the context. It is 

reasonably clear, though, that a consultation must be more than simply telling an 

affected community of your decisions. It has been found that consultation as 

prescribed by the Native Title Act 1993 "is to be a reality, not a charade", and that to 

consult is not "merely to tell or present" but involves "the statement of a proposal not 

yet finally decided upon, listening to what others have to say, considering their 

responses and then deciding what will be done". 

 

Government consultation with Indigenous people has its own particular character 

owing to an obvious power imbalance exacerbated by cultural, and often linguistic, 

differences. After the launch of the Intervention in 2007, the anthropologist Toni 

Bauman charged that such consultation "has mostly been one-way communication in 

‗meetings‘ in which talking heads drone on, poorly explaining complex information 

and concluding by asking: ‗Everyone agree?‘ 

 

An examination of the motives behind these recent NTER consultations raises 

suspicions that this is still the case. The consultations are a response by the 

Government to the probability that the Intervention legislation clashes with the Racial 

Discrimination Act. It‘s these legal problems that are the driving concern, rather than 

a moral or ideological commitment to involving remote community residents in 

decisions affecting them. 

 

As noted recently, what is at stake here for the Government is how to bring back the 

Racial Discrimination Act (RDA) as they have promised, without opening the way for 

a legal challenge to the Intervention legislation — legislation which they largely want 

to keep. The legal avenue for this that the Government seems keen to exploit is the 

one which permits exceptions to the RDA if the affected communities have been 

consulted and support the exception. If they can argue that the "consulted" 

http://www.jumbunna.uts.edu.au/
http://www.ilc.unsw.edu.au/publications/documents/ILB_v6n29_Bauman.pdf
http://newmatilda.com/2009/11/04/macklins-special-treatment
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communities support Intervention initiatives such as compulsory income 

management, alcohol restrictions and bans on pornography, then the Government 

could have a bob each way — reinstatement of the RDA to demonstrate its 

commitment to racial equality, but retention of some of the controversial measures 

that curtail the rights of those in "proscribed communities". 

 

The Will they be heard? report gives rise to real concern over the adequacy of 

Government engagement with some of the nation‘s most disadvantaged citizens. In 

his introduction, Alastair Nicholson characterised consultations in Utopia, Bagot and 

Ampilatwatja as follows: "the Government is not offering any choice. It is simply 

telling the people what it proposes to do. The consultation is nothing more than going 

through the motions in order to achieve a predetermined end." 

 

The absence of interpreters during the process, the limited notice given to the 

communities that they are happening and the inadequacy of explanations given are all 

deeply problematic, but the strongest and most damaging impression is that the 

Government has simply set out to obtain the answers it wanted. 

 

The report also shows that community residents are confused about the whole point of 

the consultations; one participant in Bagot asked: "But the thing I really want to know 

is, when you go back … and you send your report, what is it going to do really?" 

 

Such confusion is understandable given the vagueness of statements made by officers 

of the department of Families, Housing, Community Services & Indigenous Affairs 

(FaHCSIA), who are quoted giving different reasons for why they were there. One 

explanation focused on the need to "get people‘s input about what changes the 

Government may make in October when they are trying to make those amendments to 

that law". Another described the consultations as a way to "listen to what your 

problems [are] and see if we could find some solutions … we want to talk about this 

Intervention and what people are thinking about it", while a third line of reasoning 

was the need to "get some comments about the different measures and what people 

think about them … there will be some changes to some measures, and there mightn‘t 

be changes to others, but [the Government] certainly want to find out from people, so 

when they put that legislation in what are some of the changes." 

 

These disingenuous explanations given by FaHCSIA representatives — playing on 

variations of the theme that "we‘re from Canberra and we‘re here to yarn with you" 

— were exactly the kind of FaHCSIA-speak that Chris Graham roundly criticised in 

his translation of the department‘s spin. As he also wrote, "This new government has 

been in power for two years — you might ask yourself why it is only talking to you 

now?" 

 

The Will they be heard? report supports Graham‘s scepticism, suggesting that the 

parameters of discussions with the three relevant communities were limited from the 

very outset. 

 

The consultation at Bagot, for instance, began with a statement that "the Government 

has said that it wants to keep the Intervention as it sees that the measures that were 

brought in … have some positive benefits." Such language does not indicate 

discussion of a proposal that has yet to be approved. 

 

The simplistic descriptions of "special measures" and the limited discussion of the 

concept of informed consent are also striking: note the comments of one facilitator, 

who said that "the Government wants to make sure that the Racial Discrimination Act 

does work with the Emergency Response … But the Government also says that you 

http://fahcsia.gov.au/Pages/default.aspx
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can still pass laws just for Aboriginal people, if that law is going to help Aboriginal 

people have the same rights as everybody else." 

 

Based on the report it would seem that justifying Intervention initiatives as "special 

measures" will be difficult — to put it mildly. One facilitator‘s explanation of the 

proposal to introduce a system of exemptions to the income management scheme was 

met with vehement responses of "No! Can‘t do that stuff. Stop it altogether. Stop it … 

altogether" while another described the system as "cruel to all us Aboriginal people". 

Participants also expressed the view that the Intervention was a step backward for 

their communities, comparing it to "where we were before", the era of "Native Affairs 

where the government was overruling people". 

 

Michele Harris of the Concerned Australians group involved in producing the report 

notes the advice of the Attorney-General‘s Department that "the Government will be 

giving careful consideration to these views (from the consultations) in formulating its 

final policy position, which will be reflected in the legislation to be put before 

Parliament." 
 

After Will they be heard? the next question is whether the residents of Utopia, Bagot 

and Ampilatwatja will be heeded or if, in Bauman‘s words, consultation will remain 

something that is done "to" Indigenous people rather than with them.34 

 

Australian Council of Social Services (ACOSS) 

 

ACOSS is the peak body of Australia‘s mainstream (predominantly non-

Aboriginal) welfare agencies. In its 2010 submission to the Senate, ACOSS 

was scathing in its criticism of FaHCSIA‘s consultation process. We have 

marked in bold the comments related to income management. 
 

Problems with the policy development process 

 
The NTER introduced radical policy and service delivery changes to affected 

Aboriginal communities without consultation or informed consent. Many Aboriginal 

people and other members of the community were distressed and angered by this 

approach which sidelined community members and overlooked existing mechanisms 

in place in communities to address complex social issues. Many Aboriginal people 

spoke of their distress and anger about this process in the most recent Government 

NTER consultations. 

 

On its election, the Government committed to ‗resetting‘ its relationship with 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians. The National Apology was to signal 

a new era of mutual respect, mutual resolve and mutual responsibility‘. 

 

Consultations on the future of the NTER were conducted with Aboriginal people in 

the NT between June and August 2009. However, rather than an open consultation 

process with scope for Aboriginal people to advance reform proposals developed by 

communities, the Government consulted on a narrow range of questions and options. 

On income management, the Government consultation asked Aboriginal people 

to choose between two alternative income management models: one involving no 

change to the existing model and the other allowing individuals to opt-out on 

                                              
34 Sarah Burnside, ‗The Government Wants a Word with You‘ (2009) New Matilda website 

http://newmatilda.com/ at 29 August 2011. 

http://newmatilda.com/
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proof of responsible budgeting and /or parenting. Aboriginal communities were 

not offered the option to rollback income management entirely or make it 

voluntary. It is clear that opinion on the ground about income management is 

still divided. (Our bold) 

 

The Government bills include a number of NTER amendments which the 

Government considers to be ‗special measures‘ under the Racial Discrimination Act. 

However, serious questions have also been raised about whether the recent NTER 

consultation process was sufficient to indicate consent by Aboriginal people to special 

measures for the purposes of the Act. Concerns have been raised about the lack of 

independence from Government, the lack of Aboriginal input into the design and 

implementation of the consultations, an absence of interpreters at some consultations, 

the limited policy options given to communities and the sense that Government 

decisions had already been made before the consultations. 

 

It has also been suggested that Government reporting on the consultations has been 

selective and the Government has resisted calls to release the full transcript of the 

consultations. 

 

The latest consultations follow a series of reports and reviews on the NTER. The 

most significant of these was the independent NTER Review Board‟s report, 

which was released in October 2008 after extensive consultations, with 

submissions from 222 organisations and individuals. While the Government 

adopted what it described as the three „overarching‟ recommendations of the 

NTER Review Board report, it ignored many of the specific recommendations 

which formed the basis of the broader proposals. Most significantly, the 

Government ignored the Review Board‘s recommendations on income management 

which were that the current blanket application of compulsory income management 

cease, to be replaced with a voluntary scheme and limited compulsory income 

management applied on the basis of child protection, school enrolment and attendance 

and other relevant behavioural triggers.  

 

Significantly, the Review Board noted that:  

 

Experiences of racial discrimination and humiliation as a result of the NTER were 

told with such passion and such regularity that the Board felt compelled to advise the 

Minister for Indigenous Affairs during the course of the Review that such widespread 

Aboriginal hostility to the Australian Government‘s actions should be regarded as a 

matter for serious concern. 

 

Compulsory income management has been a key cause of discrimination and 

humiliation. As the Review Board noted, it is seen as ‗synonymous‘ with the NTER 

and the ‗most widely recognised measure‘. Specifically, the Review Board noted that 

some Aboriginal people living or shopping in major regional centres ‗have suffered 

frustration, embarrassment, humiliation and overt racism because of the difficulties 

associated with acquiring and using store cards‘. While the reinstatement of the RDA 

will go some way to addressing this shame as the measure will no longer be targeted 

by race, it will generate broader embarrassment and indignity among affected income 

support recipients who will be identifiable by their method of payment. Further, 

although the NTER Review Report identified some benefits of income management, 

they found that the most common view expressed was that people should be able to 

take advantage of the scheme by choice, with some support for compulsory income 
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management in response to specific behavioural triggers. 35 
 

Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous 

Affairs’ (FaHCSIA’s) evaluator 

 

Even FaHCSIA‘s own paid evaluator was somewhat critical of the 

consultation. The consultants Cultural and Indigenous Research Centre 

Australia (CIRCA), ‗was asked to assess whether the NTER Redesign 

consultations were undertaken in accordance with the engagement and 

communication strategy.‘36  

 

CIRCA‘s main conclusion was: ‗Overall though, it can be concluded that the 

consultations were undertaken in accordance with the engagement and 

communication strategy.‘ 37 However, whilst agreeing that the process had gone 

as planned, the consultant did not venture an opinion on whether the planning 

process allowed for good feedback on problems and changes, or whether it was 

designed to limit debate and justify what government intended to do anyhow. 

During the few sessions that were recorded, many voices expressed doubt that 

they would be heard over the officials telling them what was being done and 

would probably continue to be done. The CIRCA report shows how the process 

of the meetings was clearly determined by Government officers starting by 

stating the benefits and their case for change:  

 
The purpose of these consultations is to: 

 

• Explain the Government‘s current position on the NTER, and in particular its 

position on the specific measures covered in the Future Directions discussion 

paper; 

• Provide participants with an opportunity to explore and discuss each of the 

specific measures in detail; and 

• Enable participants to provide feedback on the Government's position, on what's 

working well and on any changes people are seeking.38 

 

According to CIRCA: 

 
Overall, the Tier 2 meetings were effective in explaining the Government‘s current 

position on the NTER, and in particular its position on the specific measures covered 

in the Future Directions discussion paper (objective one highlighted above). As well, 

                                              
35 Australian Council of Social Services, ‗Submission to Senate Community Affairs 

legislation Committee: Inquiry into Social Security and Other Legislation Amendment 

(Welfare reform and Reinstatement of racial Discrimination Act) Bill 2009 and related bills 

(2010). 
36 Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, Report On 

the NTER Redesign Engagement Strategy and Implementation, Cultural & Indigenous 

Research Centre Australia, (2009). 
http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/indigenous/pubs/nter_reports/Pages/report_nter_redesign_strat_

implement.aspx at 29 August 2011. 
37 Ibid 5. 
38 Ibid. 

http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/indigenous/pubs/nter_reports/Pages/report_nter_redesign_strat_implement.aspx
http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/indigenous/pubs/nter_reports/Pages/report_nter_redesign_strat_implement.aspx
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the Tier 2 meetings that CIRCA observed allowed participants to provide feedback on 

the Government‘s position as well as on what is working.39 

 

The next tier followed the same process. The report makes it clear that 

respondents were just answering the Government‘s proposals, not making any 

of their own. If it was intended as a genuine attempt to explore ideas, this 

process was deeply flawed. It should have been obvious to the researchers that 

having powerful government officials start each meeting by explaining what a 

good job they had done (and intended to keep doing) was an unlikely strategy 

to encourage free-flowing discussion. Opening with what could be seen as 

official viewpoints was likely to constrain the comments of local participants 

and discourage open responses or spontaneous views.  

 

CIRCA did point out some problems:  

 
It should be noted that the level of detail discussed varied, depending on the 

individual style of the facilitators, and also in response to community feedback. 

For example, in some Tier 2 community meetings the two proposed options for 

income management were not discussed, as participants spoke very passionately 

about not wanting income management to stay, and given this response, it was 

not relevant to then ask people to discuss the two options proposed in the 

discussion paper. (Our bold).40 

 

And later: 

 
The summary of the income management section identifies the level of 

opposition to the two income management options included in the discussion 

paper. However, the summary identifies the voluntary model with triggers for 

those not managing their money as the preferred model. We believe this over-

simplifies the level of discussion and responses to some extent, as many said 

income management should be stopped, and the trigger model was acceptable as 

an alternative solution, rather than the preferred solution. (Our bold).41 

 

Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous 

Affairs’ (FaHCSIA’s) conclusions from the consultations 

 

In the FaHCSIA report on the consultations, Indigenous Affairs Minister Jenny 

Macklin declared her satisfaction with the process despite the criticisms. On the 

topic of income management, the report said: 

 
Income management 

 

Across the range of consultations, participants identified that income management 

had delivered discernible benefits, particularly to children, women, older people and 

parents and families. The benefits included more money being spent on food, clothing 

and school-related expenses; assisting with saving for large purchases such as fridges 

                                              
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. 
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and washing machines; less money being spent on alcohol, gambling, cigarettes and 

drugs; reduced levels of ‗humbugging‘ (or harassment for money); and improved 

capacity for household budgeting.  
 

Views on whether income management should continue were not expressed at every 

consultation meeting. Where this issue was discussed, the majority of comments said 

that income management should continue and a minority said it should cease.  
 

There was a divergence of views about future options for income management, with 

discussion ranging beyond the two options outlined in the Discussion Paper. In 

comparing the two options presented, there was a slight overall preference in the Tier 

1 and 2 meetings for the option whereby people could apply for an exemption from 

income management based on an assessment of their circumstances (the exemption 

option). There were also many calls for income management to be applied only on a 

voluntary basis.  
 

Many of those who favoured the exemption option expressed the view that people 

who had proven their capacity to manage their money and who were responsible in 

caring for dependants, or had no dependants, should not be income managed.  
 

On the other hand, there were some participants who suggested that retaining the 

current model is necessary for income management to be workable and to protect 

vulnerable people from humbugging.  
 

In Tier 2 meetings, people frequently said that income management should apply to 

all welfare recipients across Australia.  
 

The majority of participants in Tier 3 and 4 workshops saw income management as 

being beneficial to those who may need it due to behavioural issues, or who wish to 

use it as a tool to manage their money. Participants in these workshops expressed a 

strong and consistent view in support of voluntary and trigger-based models for 

income management, in preference to either of the Government‘s proposed options. 

Suggested triggers included child neglect or abuse, failure to send children to school, 

convictions for alcohol or drug related offences, vulnerability to humbugging, or an 

express request to participate in income management.  
 

Participants also expressed a strong preference that communities themselves should 

actively be involved in making decisions about income management.42 

 

This report at least acknowledged the existence of dissent among consultation 

participants, but did not respond to or engage with many of the concerns 

expressed. Confirming some of the critics‘ suspicions, the consultations were 

deemed by the Minister to have endorsed her department‘s policies and plans. 

Yet, on the basis of the limited material that has been made public, there is little 

evidence of the positive results claimed as justification for continuing or 

expanding compulsory income management.  

 

The extract above contained a pointer to the next development in income 

                                              
42 Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, Report on 

the Northern Territory Emergency Response Redesign Consultations (2009) 

http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/indigenous/pubs/nter_reports/Documents/redesign_consultation

s/default.htm at 29 August. 

http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/indigenous/pubs/nter_reports/Documents/redesign_consultations/default.htm
http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/indigenous/pubs/nter_reports/Documents/redesign_consultations/default.htm
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management: 

 
In Tier 2 meetings, people frequently said that income management should apply to 

all welfare recipients across Australia.  

  

The claim that Indigenous people recommended extension of income 

management to the general population of welfare recipients is a serious 

misrepresentation of what was actually being said. In the publicised content, 

many participants remarked on the racist nature of the Intervention which 

applied exclusively to Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory. For 

example, one participant in the taped consultation in Bagot asked:  

 
How come it‘s only in the Territory? How come it wasn‘t over all?...Well that is 

wrong. It should have been done nationally. All over Australia, not only in the 

Territory.43 

 

This comment was clearly a complaint about discrimination, not to be read as a 

recommendation for universal expansion. 

 

Nevertheless, the Minister and FaHCSIA used their interpretation of the 

consultations as justification for rolling out income management across 

Australia. Legislation was immediately tabled creating a new compulsory 

income management system that could be imposed nationally in any designated 

area. Age and disability pensioners (the more respectable welfare recipients) 

were to be excluded, but working-age recipients in other classes would be 

subject to income management, with the proviso that individuals could apply 

for exemptions. 

 

The Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee 

 

The Bill went through the House of Representatives on 26 November 2009, 

supported by both major parties. However, it was then sent to an inquiry of the 

Community Affairs Legislation Committee, on the urging of the Greens and 

supported by the Liberal-National Party Coalition. The Greens were concerned 

that the Government‘s bill was too harsh on welfare recipients, whereas the 

Coalition feared it was too soft. On the Committee were three ALP Senators, 

two from the Coalition and one Green. In total 95 submissions were received 

and seven hearings held.44 

 

The Government maintained that the new policies (like the policies in the 

Intervention generally) were evidence-based. This claim had been countered in 

most of the submissions put to the Committee; nonetheless, in the end, the 

                                              
43 Alastair Nicholson, Larissa Behrendt, Alison Vivian, Nicole Watson and Michele Harris, 

Will they be heard? – a response to the NTER Consultations (June to August 2009). 
44 Community Affairs Legislation Committee Submissions at: 
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/soc_sec_welfare_reform_racial_discrim_0

9/submissions/sublist.htm at 29 August 2011. 

http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/soc_sec_welfare_reform_racial_discrim_09/submissions/sublist.htm
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/soc_sec_welfare_reform_racial_discrim_09/submissions/sublist.htm
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Committee recommended that the Government‘s legislation pass with no 

changes.  

 

The following section includes sections of some of the significant submissions 

to the Senate Committee including the only Indigenous submission fully 

supporting income management.  

 

Aboriginal voices in favour of income management 

 

The Ngaanyatjarra Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara, Women's Council 

(NPYWC)  
 

The NPYWC submission was a late entry to the Committee process; however, 

the views of this group were heavily promoted in advance by the Minister and 

other members of the ALP. It is the only statement from an Aboriginal group 

fully supporting income management. These extracts from the NPYWC 

submission were quoted extensively and obviously sit very comfortably with 

the government rationale: 

 
1.1 Ngaanyatjarra Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (NPY) Women‘s Council supports 

the continuation and expansion of income management (IM) because of the beneficial 

effect it has had to date. The elected Directors believe that, along with other NTER 

measures such as an increased policing and child health checks, IM has increased the 

funds available to welfare recipients for the necessities of life, and served to reduce 

the amount of money available for grog, illicit drugs and gambling, and thus the level 

of demand sharing by those who spend their funds largely on substance abuse. 
 

1.2 It has not solved all the problems of excessive substance abuse and violence in 

communities; however IM has had a settling effect and also increased the focus on 

issues such as the need for people to send their children to school regularly and spend 

their social security has had a settling effect in communities. 
 

1.3 NPY Women‘s Council has no objection to IM being applied to other Australian 

welfare recipients, and would particularly like to see compulsory IM extended across 

the Central Australian region, including to its WA and SA member communities. The 

organisation supports increased alcohol restrictions in regional centres such as Alice 

Springs as well as in restrictions prohibiting the supply and consumption of alcohol in 

communities.45 

 

NPYWC did not believe age pensioners should be exempted from income 

                                              
45 Ngaanyatjarra Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara Women's Council, Submission to the Senate 

Standing Committee on Community Affairs Inquiry into Social Security and Other 

Legislation Amendment (Welfare Reform and Reinstatement of Racial Discrimination Act) 

Bill 2009 and related bills, February 2010 and the Families, Housing, Community Services 

and Indigenous Affairs and Other Legislation Amendment (2009 Measures) Bill 2009 along 

with the Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs and Other 

Legislation Amendment (Restoration of Racial Discrimination Act) Bill 2009 [introduced by 

Senator Siewert], (2010).  

http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/soc_sec_welfare_reform_racial_discrim_0

9/submissions/sub93.pdf 

http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/soc_sec_welfare_reform_racial_discrim_09/submissions/sub93.pdf
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/soc_sec_welfare_reform_racial_discrim_09/submissions/sub93.pdf


Eva Cox 

37 

 

management: 

 
1.4 NPY is greatly concerned that the proposed changes will leave the most 

vulnerable, the recipients of aged and disability benefits, once more vulnerable to 

demand sharing (humbugging) The relief that these people have enjoyed since the 

introduction of IM may well dissipate, with them once again becoming targets, this 

time by those who will still be subjected to the IM regime. NPY is of course 

concerned that Aboriginal people generally should be protected from discrimination. 

Its long experience in service delivery and advocacy in the remote Central region over 

thirty years, however, has taught it that the substantive and often ignored rights of the 

most vulnerable: women, children, the frail aged and those with disabilities, should 

not be ignored at the expense of a narrow or merely formalistic rights approach, or 

rights rhetoric that ignores [or] provides no concrete solutions to the many and serious 

problems of Aboriginal people in that region. 
 

1.5 Those who frame their arguments against the intervention and in particular, IM, in 

vague slogans about ‗human rights‘ seem to be strangely silent about the various UN 

declarations and instruments designed to protect the vulnerable, and the continued 

abuse and erosion of the rights and well-being of many Aboriginal people in the 

region over many years, through: child neglect, foetal alcohol syndrome, alcoholism, 

preventable chronic illness, loss of income through excessive demand sharing, 

violence against and oppression of the vulnerable, and very short of ideas on how to 

counter what has truly become a national disgrace. From where does this apparently 

entrenched, right to accept monetary social support with no accompanying 

responsibility emanate?46  

 

The organisation supported income management in language mirroring the 

arguments put by Macklin and other ministers: 

 
3.2 Income Management: as with violence in its region, NPY Women‟s Council 

has applied a critical analysis to the income management aspect of the 

emergency response. A quarter of NPY‟s elected Directors reside in its NT 

member communities and the rest live in remote communities in Western 

Australia and South Australia. WA and SA Directors have also been involved in 

extensive discussion on the impact of the Intervention, including Income 

Management, since it began. 
 

3.3 Many Australians have come to see their right to social security payments as a 

right to use the benefit however they wish. These benefits, whether a disability 

pension, student allowance, unemployment benefit or aged pension are funded 

through taxes and provided by government as a safety net to meet essential needs 

such as food, rent and other necessities. 
 

3.4 It is arguably both culturally inappropriate in the extreme as well as poor 

public policy, to simply hand over what Aboriginal people commonly refer to 

here as „sit down money‟ then let people destroy their health, family life, culture 

and communities through spending these funds on alcohol, drugs and gambling. 

Should government continue simply to observe the violence, child neglect, foetal 

alcohol syndrome, acquired brain injury, as well as early death due to various 

chronic conditions such as heart disease, liver failure, diabetes and pancreatitis? 

Because of the distorted view of benefits, and their own preferences and 

addictions, a significant proportion of community members, in particular men, 

                                              
46 Ibid. 
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have for decades been „blowing‟ their benefits on non-essential items such as 

alcohol, illicit drugs and gambling. These people then use the traditional practice 

of „demand sharing‟ in a contemporary setting, to „humbug‟ (harass), browbeat 

and physically assault members of their family to obtain money, food, blankets 

or other assistance. The bad behaviour is not curbed because those who are 

approached almost always feel unable to resist, and under great obligation or 

pressure, even fear, although they may well complain privately about people who 

continually „bludge‟ off them.47 

 

We do not question NPYWC‘s sincerity, and we acknowledge that income 

management would attract wide support in communities if it provided benefits 

to them. However, this was one of only two Aboriginal groups to express 

support for the current income management scheme, while other Aboriginal 

organisations and many leading advocates in the sector were strongly opposed. 

We are concerned about the validity of making broad and national policy 

changes based on minority views in a few communities in Central Australia.  

 

Aboriginal organisations’ submissions opposed to or concerned about 

compulsory income management  

 

Australian Indigenous Doctors’ Association (AIDA) 

 

The Australian Indigenous Doctor‘s Association produced a Health Impact 

Assessment of the Intervention, seeking to provide ―a structured, evidence-

informed method for examining the potential positive, negative and often 

unanticipated consequences of the NTER on the health and wellbeing of 

children and people living in the prescribed communities.‖ Though AIDA 

reported some positive findings, these were outweighed by the negative aspects 

of the Intervention. The following extracts from their report relate specifically 

to income management:  

 
One of the most contested aspects of the NTER was the introduction of compulsory 

income management of Aboriginal people on government benefits living in the 

prescribed communities. In order to introduce the compulsory income management 

scheme the government needed to suspend the Racial Discrimination Act. Poverty is 

common in the communities that were prescribed under the NTER legislation. The 

Little Children are Sacred report had found that children were often going to school 

hungry and tired after being kept awake all night by adults‘ drinking and violence. 
 

Under the NTER 50% of welfare payments to parents of children in the prescribed 

communities were quarantined for use on food and clothing. Parents of children who 

did not go to school were also liable for further limitations to their benefits. Universal, 

compulsory income management for families receiving welfare payments, new 

standards for licensing of community stores and revised measures affecting 

community employment were seen as giving greater control to government in the 

ways in which money could be spent. The objective of compulsory income 

management was to ensure that money was available to be spent on feeding, clothing 

and providing basic living conditions for children. It was also seen as limiting the 

                                              
47 Ibid. 
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amount of money available for alcohol use and thereby reducing exposure to violence 

and community disruption. 
 

The logic pathway between income management, community store licensing and 

community employment appears to be based on the assumption that children in 

communities are vulnerable and their families and communities and governments 

have failed to provide them with the material and psychological security that they 

need in order to thrive and be safe. 

 

Positive Impacts 

 

Some women reported that income management had significantly improved their 

lives. There was less pressure from family, relatives and visitors to the community for 

money, especially money for alcohol. They were better able to save money and this 

may have translated into better food for some of the time: 
 

‗The good thing about the vouchers were that if people didn‘t spend their money 

in one hit it could be added on to their next payment, and sometimes people let it 

build up so that then when they have the chance to come to Darwin they could 

get better food in town and even though it cost them to travel it was a bit cheaper 

than the communities you know.‘ (Aboriginal Health Worker) 
 

‗Some families that had been in real trouble have been able to buy some stuff that 

they hadn‘t been able to do previously.‘ (Aboriginal Health Worker) 
 

There were many comments in the community interviews on the improvements in 

food supply that had followed the licensing and auditing of community stores.  
 

Negative Impacts  

 

Not all those interviewed agreed that they had been better able to budget their money. 

Several women spoke of the hunger their families experienced close to pay day.  
 

‗It‘s been very stressful ‗cause with the, like there‘s money especially on the, you 

know the financial side with Centrelink holding back our money, half of it and a 

lot of my family has had to rely on getting into town and when half of their 

money or some part of it, some, some of it goes into the community store and out 

in the community stores the prices are pretty, you know they‘re higher than 

prices here in town. So that money would often go to just a few items of food or 

you know anything that they want to get for the house and then they‘d have to 

rely on getting into town and especially if you haven‘t got a car that would be a 

really stressful, terrible, worrying time because sometimes they would go 

without food...‘ (Aboriginal Community Member) 
 

Many said that that there was actually more pressure over money and as time went by 

they were being expected to share what little money they had. There were substantial 

practical problems in using the cards and the costs of these were borne by the 

recipient rather than Centrelink. These included the cost of transport and phone calls. 
 

‗I think it‘s an infringement on people‘s civil liberties that government has to 

manage and be involved in all those minute aspects of people‘s day-to-day 

living. My mother‘s book for child endowment was not in her house but hers and 

those of all the other Aboriginal mothers around the country, were held by the 

Superintendent of Native Welfare and she had to explain why she needed the 

money and how she was going to use it, etcetera, before he would let her have 
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that month‘s coupon.‘ (Aboriginal Community Leader) 
 

Rather than enabling Aboriginal families to better manage their money the process of 

compulsory quarantining was seen as reinforcing beliefs that Aboriginal people were 

not able to manage their lives. This loss of autonomy about where to shop and what to 

buy was seen as degrading and shameful. Importantly it did not focus on whether 

people received enough money to be able to budget appropriately or provide skills in 

budget management. 
 

‗… stigma of shame attached to going to Centrelink and getting the card and 

lining up at Woolworths so lack of control in negotiation and consultation when 

it comes to food supply.‘ (NGO Program Manager, non-Aboriginal) 
 

‗I‘ve seen countrymen in Alice Springs and Katherine getting their vouchers out 

of their wallets and seeing the shopkeeper looking at them very disgruntled and 

like ―oh, not another one‖ and then shame job when, sometimes, they don‘t have 

enough money on their voucher to pay for all the their tucker.‘ (Aboriginal 

Doctor) 
 

We could find no evidence that the blanket quarantining of income was an effective 

strategy in improving child health. In fact there was local evidence that was not 

effective in achieving its stated aims. 
 

‗The experience in Halls Creek, where this was done on a voluntary basis – 

trying to quarantine Centrelink payments – was that kids did not attend school. It 

was evaluated by DEWR. It was found to be spectacularly unsuccessful. It did 

not improve school attendance. It was inordinately expensive for them to do. It 

begs the question as to how you can do this to 40 000 people across the whole of 

the Northern Territory in some 600 communities‘ {Combined Aboriginal 

Organisations of the Northern Territory, to the Senate Standing Committee on 

Legal and Constitutional Affairs} 
 

While there is little disagreement that the problems that existed in the communities 

were dire and did require urgent intervention the NTER has not addressed many of 

the underlying causes of the problems. In the context of income there has been little 

emphasis on reducing the dependence of these communities on government payments 

and increasing alternate sources of income or work. This could include a stronger 

focus on the establishment of small businesses, use or micro-credit or establishment 

of credit unions to assist with savings and loans.48 

 

AIDA pointed out why compulsory income management is particularly 

objectionable to many Aboriginal people: 

 
The blanket application of the management to all residents in the prescribed 

communities and continued compulsory income management after people have left 

the communities have had serious impacts on the sense of cultural integrity within 

these communities. Most importantly the use of this measure is seen by those affected 

as humiliating, discriminatory and racist. For many people it forces them to re-live 

past experiences in mission times and reinforces feelings of helplessness and 

                                              
48 Australian Indigenous Doctors‘ Association and Centre for Health Equity Training, 

Research and Evaluation, University of NSW Health Impact Assessment of the Northern 

Territory Emergency Response (2010) http://www.aida.org.au/viewpublications.aspx?id=3 at 

29 August 2011. 

http://www.aida.org.au/viewpublications.aspx?id=3
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powerlessness. It has undermined their pride and identity in being an Aboriginal 

person. No evidence has been found that compulsory income management has been 

an effective strategy in improving child health or reducing child sexual abuse. 
 

Summary 
 

The positive and negative health impacts of compulsory income support are likely to 

cancel each other out. High levels of support for increased income to purchase food 

and other necessities for children, in particular, are likely to translate to improved 

health outcomes – both direct (as in improved health associated with improved 

nutrition) and indirect (as in, improved concentration, participation and learning 

ability and capacity, and improved educational outcomes). However, the compulsory 

quarantining of income of Aboriginal welfare recipients will have significant negative 

effects on the mental health and social functioning of individuals and communities – 

including children. These are serious health consequences in their own right and will 

have serious, harmful impacts on the physical health of young people and adults 

across the life span.49 

 

Aboriginal Medical Services Alliance of the Northern Territory (AMSANT) 
 

Another medical organisation, AMSANT, made an extensive submission to the 

Senate Committee. This extract shows AMSANT‘s strong opposition to the 

compulsory blanket system of income management:  

 
20. AMSANT supports the intention of the government to ensure that any provision 

in terms of income management will apply to all Australians rather than just 

Aboriginal people on prescribed communities in the NT. 
 

21. However, AMSANT continues to oppose any form of compulsory income 

management for the reasons that follow. 
 

22. There is no compelling evidence that compulsory blanket income management is 

an effective tool for helping to improve the living conditions for children and families 

in Indigenous communities, or to support disengaged youth and vulnerable 

individuals in the broader community. In fact, the jury is still out on questions of its 

efficacy. The claims that quarantining welfare income under the NTER has 

significantly improved health and reduced alcohol consumption cannot be sustained 

on the evidence presented. Indeed, the report most strongly relied on by the 

Government – the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare‗s evaluation of income 

management – is full of doubts and qualifications, stating that the research studies 

used were ―towards the bottom of an evidence hierarchy‖; and that ―the overall 

evidence about the effectiveness of income management in isolation from other 

NTER measures was difficult to assess.‖ A key research study relied on included only 

a small number (76) of non-randomly selected clients from four locations.  
 

23. Available evidence also questions the application of income management as a 

compulsory blanket, first resort measure. For example, the Cape York Welfare 

Reform trial shows that income management is applied to a minority of welfare 

recipients as a last resort compliance tool. Only 80 out of 424 case-managed clients 

were on income management as at September 2009. 
 

24. Despite this, the new scheme of income management will be applied on a blanket 

                                              
49 Ibid. 
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basis to two classes of welfare recipients: people aged 15-24 in receipt of welfare 

payments for thirteen weeks or more (so-called ―disengaged youth‖); and people aged 

between 25 and pension age who have received welfare payments for more than 12 

months (―long term welfare recipients‖). The Minister‗s explanatory material states 

that ―these groups have been chosen based on their need for support due to their high 

risk of social isolation and disengagement, poor financial literacy, and participation in 

risky behaviours.‖ Yet it is clear that the majority of 15-24 year-old and 25 to pension 

age welfare recipients will not fit these descriptions and therefore will be 

unnecessarily subject to income management and its attendant restrictions on their 

lives. For those that may fit these descriptions there is no evidence that first resort 

compulsory income management is an effective means of providing such support. 
 

25. AMSANT also notes inconsistencies in the Government‗s justification for the 

need for income management. For example, the Minister has frequently advanced 

prevention of ‗humbugging‘ of the elderly as a benefit of income management, yet the 

new scheme exempts pensioners. Indeed, the stated reasons for the need for income 

management under the new scheme have changed significantly, without any evidence 

to support the changed objectives.50 

 

AMSANT pointed out that a national income management scheme, in principal 

not racially discriminatory, would nonetheless affect Aboriginal people more 

than other Australians: 

 
26. AMSANT believes that the new scheme of compulsory income management will 

have a disproportionate impact on Aboriginal Territorians, as the target categories that 

will be subject to income management are more heavily represented by Aboriginal 

people. Given that many people report that income management results in significant 

negative impacts on their daily lives this amounts to indirect discriminatory treatment. 
 

27. Negative impacts reported by people on income management include the shame 

and stigmatisation of the racially targeted nature of the measure, significant 

difficulties and inconvenience in using the BasicsCard, increased travel costs in 

accessing approved stores and lack of choice and flexibility in purchases and when 

travelling. I punishes the majority who are effectively managing their money and fails 

to promote personal responsibility or improve money management skills for those 

that don‗t. 
 

28. The uncertain benefits of compulsory income management cannot justify the 

enormous opportunity cost of the measure. It has cost almost $100 million per year to 

date to income manage 15,000 people, and it is forecast to cost in excess of $650 

million in the NT for the seven years between 2007-08 to 2013-14. A serious question 

arises regarding the opportunity cost of the measure. For example, this amount of 

money could provide desperately-needed community services and intensive case 

management for those in real need. It could almost double the amount available for 

new and upgraded housing. Current budgeted expenditure will provide new housing 

in only 16 out of the 73 prescribed communities and over 600 non-prescribed 

communities in the NT. Given that housing is a critical determinant of health and 

                                              
50 Aboriginal Medical Services Alliance of the Northern Territory, Submission to the 

Community Affairs Legislation Committee Inquiry into the Social Security and Other 

Legislation Amendment (Welfare Reform and Reinstatement of the Racial Discrimination Act) 

Bill 2009 and other related Bills (2010).  

http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/soc_sec_welfare_reform_racial_discrim_0

9/submissions/sub59.pdf  

http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/soc_sec_welfare_reform_racial_discrim_09/submissions/sub59.pdf
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/soc_sec_welfare_reform_racial_discrim_09/submissions/sub59.pdf
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wellbeing, the inability of current funding levels to significantly or even marginally 

reduce overcrowding in most Aboriginal communities will deliver a social cost of 

poorer health outcomes and ongoing risk of neglect and abuse. 
 

29. It is acknowledged that there has been support expressed in some communities for 

compulsory income management. However, it is also clear that there is very 

significant opposition to the measure. It should also be observed that prescribed 

communities were never afforded input into the design of this measure, or provided 

with alternative policy options for achieving the stated objectives of the measure.51 

 

AMSANT made a useful suggestion: communities that want income 

management (for example the NPYWC group) could vote to adopt it under a 

voluntary system: 

 
30. AMSANT is of the view that blanket compulsory income management should 

only be applied at a community level where there is demonstrated support from the 

community for the measure. This is consistent with the approach supported b 

AMSANT in relation to the restriction of alcohol in communities. 
 

31. AMSANT has previously supported a well-evaluated trial of the use of income 

management for welfare recipients who are not caring appropriately for their children 

or who are abusing alcohol as a means of introducing a disincentive for such 

behaviours. Such a trial has not yet occurred but should occur prior to any decision to 

introduce income management on a larger scale. 
 

32. AMSANT also supports the provision of voluntary income management to 

individuals who request it. 
 

33. AMSANT believes that the most effective means of addressing the dysfunction 

within communities that resulted in the application of compulsory income 

management in the first place, is an approach focused on intensive case management 

targeted on the basis of appropriate triggers‗ that are supported by the affected 

communities, and designed to deliver supports and services according to the 

individual‗s need. 
 

34. AMSANT notes that the proposed exemption process is administratively 

cumbersome and discretionary in nature and, in our view, will present significant 

difficulties for those on income management who would wish to be exempt. Many 

who should qualify for exemption will remain stuck on income management for a 

considerable period. AMSANT believes that the process should be reversed and that 

all currently on income management should be automatically removed. If income 

management is to continue, it should only be applied on a voluntary basis or 

according to the conditions outlined in paragraph 32 and 34 above.52 

 

Welfare organisations 

 

Once income management was proposed for welfare recipients generally, 

beyond the Aboriginal communities, many mainstream welfare groups stepped 

up their opposition. This rather belated involvement raises questions about 

possible inbuilt prejudices that allowed this type of program to be introduced, 

                                              
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid. 
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relatively unquestioned initially.  

 

Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS) 

 

As the major not-for-profit peak organisation, ACOSS has a longstanding 

reputation as a careful and considered commentator and advocate. We have 

therefore selected its critique of the proposed national income management 

scheme as an example of what was said by many others.  

 
The Government‘s proposed scheme significantly differs from that recommended by 

the Review Board as it is an opt-out rather than a targeted model, applying to all 

income support recipients in designated categories subject to proof of eligibility for 

exemption. The Review Board model is limited to a more narrow range of 

behavioural triggers and does not nominate length of payment as a trigger factor, 

which is the basis of the categories under the proposed scheme. 
 

The proposed compulsory income management scheme also differs significantly from 

the model suggested by the Australian Human Rights Commission. The Commission 

identified key features of an RDA-compliant model in its Draft Guidelines for 

ensuring income management measures are compliant with the Racial Discrimination 

Act including that the model should not apply automatic quarantining but instead be 

based on a voluntary/opt-in model or last-resort suspension model; it should provide 

for a defined period of income management, proportionate to the context and subject 

to review and it should include additional support programs including safe houses for 

men and women and alcohol and substance abuse programs. Any income 

management scheme must be compatible with human rights, including the rights to 

non-discrimination and the right to social security. 
 

ACOSS is concerned that measures which, if well targeted, could suit a few will 

instead be imposed on many, without broader consultation. In extending income 

management nationally, there has been no broad national consultation outside the NT 

with community and consumer organisations who represent and provide services to 

those who will be affected on a daily basis, or with payment recipients themselves. 

There has also been inadequate consideration of alternative approaches that maintain 

dignity and enable people to take control of their finances. 
 

In addition, the proposed reforms to the social security system have been announced 

without regard to the broader national review of payments, with the findings and 

recommendations of the Henry Review of Taxes and Transfers not yet public. The 

affected payment categories were beyond the scope of the Pension Review Report 

published in February 2009.53 

 

The ACOSS submission has been quoted to show how it and other agencies 

looked specifically at the evidence on which the government had made its 

decisions: 

 

 

 

                                              
53 Australian Council of Social Services, ‗Submission to the Senate Community Affairs 

Committee Inquiry into Social Security and Other Legislation Amendment Welfare Reform 

and Reinstatement of Racial Discrimination Act) Bill 2009 and related bills‘ (2010) 
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The Evidence 
 

ACOSS is concerned that a national roll-out of compulsory income management is 

proposed despite the weak and conflicting evidence base from the NTER and other 

income management trials and despite contradictory recommendations arising from 

the independent review of the NTER established by the Government. 
 

The Government has relied on evidence from a variety of reports, reviews and 

consultations to support its claims that compulsory income management under the 

NTER has been effective in increasing the amount of money spent on food and other 

basics, reducing ‗humbugging‘ and reducing the purchase and consumption of 

alcohol, tobacco and gambling products. These include: 
 

• Reports from the most recent NTER redesign consultations; 

• The AIHW‘s Evaluation of income management in the Northern Territory;54 

• A survey of community stores; and 

• The Central Land Council survey 2008. 
 

Close examination of the above sources suggests that the available evidence provides 

a weak evidence base for the extension, is very mixed and often contradictory. In 

addition, there are a number of other reports and reviews which raise clear concerns 

about compulsory income management and question the positive benefits claimed by 

the Government, including the: 
 

• NTER Review Board‘s report (and the 222 submissions to the Board) 

• Closing the Gap in the Northern Territory, January 2009- June 2009, Whole of 

Government Monitoring Report; 

• Senate Select Committee on Regional and Remote Indigenous Communities‘ 

three reports, and submissions to the Committee; 

• House Standing Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs 

Report on Community Stores; and 

• The response to the NTER consultations, Will they be heard? by Nicholson, 

Behrendt et al. 
 

Problems with research methods 
 

In addition to the problems identified with the most recent NTER consultation process 

above, there are clear limitations on the value of the other sources which the 

Government relies upon in making its case for the extension of compulsory income 

management. One of the primary limitations on the value of these reports is the lack 

of baseline data to enable comparison and measurement of the effectiveness of NTER 

measures. As the NTER Review Board [the Yu review] stated in its 2008 report: 
 

‗Apart from some initial scoping data, there was little evidence of baseline data 

being gathered in any formal or organised format which would permit an 

assessment of the impact and progress of the NTER upon communities. The lack 

of empirical data has proved to be a major problem for this Review and is an area 

that requires urgent consideration.‘ 
 

                                              
54 Note: The government quotes this particular report as supporting its case for extending IM, 

which makes these caveat comments more significant. The AIHW report overall was very 

clear that they were not satisfied with many aspects of the data that FaHCSIA had provided, 

nor the way the report was used. (Personal communication via Eva Cox and unnamed officer.) 

The report is no longer on the FaHCSIA website.  
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The Review Board recommended that the Government establish an authoritative 

database which integrates available information and enables regular measurement of 

outcomes of all government agencies and programs that target Aboriginal 

communities in the NT. The ABS has also emphasised the need to improve the 

quality of available data. 
 

The AIHW report was cited by the Government as evidence that children were eating 

more and were healthier due to income management. This was based on interviews 

with parents, in which more than half of those interviewed reported that their children 

were eating more and were healthier. A majority of clients interviewed also reported 

that there was less gambling (63%), less drinking/alcohol abuse (60.9%) and less 

‗humbugging‘ (52.1%). Three-quarters of clients interviewed reported spending more 

on food, with half buying more fruit and vegetables. Over two-thirds of store 

operators reported an increase in sales of fresh fruit and vegetables. 
 

However, the authors of the report were careful to identify the limitations of the 

evidence available. The authors stated that: ‗The research methods used in the income 

management evaluation point-in-time descriptive surveys and qualitative research) 

would all sit towards the bottom of the evidence hierarchy‘. 
 

They identified a number of deficiencies with the available evidence, including that: 
 

• There was no comparison group or baseline data by which to measure what 

would have happened in the absence of income management; 

• The overall effectiveness of income management in isolation from other measures 

was difficult to assess. The NTER comprises a range of measures in addition to 

income management, the effects of which were not controlled for in the research;  

• There was a limited amount of quantitative data on which to base the quantitative 

findings; 

• Due to the absence of a comparison group, the evaluation was dependent on the 

perceptions of a range of stakeholders, which would have been strengthened if 

supplemented with empirical indicators; 

• The client interview evidence was limited by the small sample size and method of 

selection, with clients not randomly selected; 

• It was difficult to identify whose views within the stakeholder focus groups were 

being reported and whether these reflected the views of the majority.  
 

Data collected by Centrelink on purchasing patterns have also been shown to be of 

limited value. The Department of Human Services gave evidence to the Senate Select 

Committee on Remote and Regional Indigenous Communities inquiry that 64% of 

income managed funds were being spent on food. This was then clarified as being 

money spent at stores that primarily sell food.  
 

The Committee‘s Second Report notes that although there was anecdotal evidence to 

support an increase in money being spent in shops that sell food, there was no 

itemised data available from the use of the Basics Card (the card with which income 

managed recipients can buy a restricted range of goods from food and retail outlets 

using quarantined funds) to identify what income managed funds have actually been 

spent on.  
 

This led the Committee to conclude that it is not the case that the majority of income 

managed funds are spent on food. In its Third Report it called on the Government to 

be more transparent in its reporting of this data, and clarify that the information is 

worked out from what Centrelink customers say they will spend their money on, not 

on actual items purchased. The survey of store owners conducted by FaHCSIA is also 
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of limited evidentiary weight. 
 

The survey was conducted by departmental staff rather than independent researchers. 

The perceptions and observations of store owners were relied on, in lieu of 

quantitative data, to inform conclusions not only about purchasing patterns but about 

broader social and behavioural change among income managed customers. In 

addition to observations about customer shopping habits (with a reported increase in 

the amount of healthy food purchased), evidence from store owners is relied upon 

about familial relationships, humbugging, mistrust and confusion about income 

management.  
 

The Senate Select Committee noted in its Third Report that it was concerned that the 

perspectives of community members were not considered in the survey report. It 

should also be noted that the community stores survey does not capture owners or 

operators of larger retailers in town centres which are also participating in income 

management and are the primary retail outlet for Aboriginal residents of town camps. 

Further, some of the results reported by store owners, for example, increased 

purchasing of fresh fruit and vegetables, could be attributable to the licensing 

requirements rather than to compulsory income management. Again, the effects of 

various NTER measures are difficult to isolate 
 

The Central Land Council survey has also been relied upon by the Government to 

support its claims about the positive effects of income management, as is reflected in 

a number of Government documents. However, the results of the CLC survey are 

very mixed. Quantitative data showed that community members were still divided on 

the merits of compulsory income management, with 45% wanting it scrapped or 

changed significantly and 50% in favour of retaining current arrangements. Drawing 

on qualitative data, the CLC report identified some advantages associated with 

income management, as well as some disadvantages. Advantages included increased 

expenditure on food and children, reduction in drinking, young men contributing and 

a reduction in gambling. 
 

Disadvantages identified included inadequate discretionary cash, the discriminatory 

nature of blanket reforms, the impact on the individual‘s capacity to manage 

financially, problems accessing money, impact on population mobility, lack of choice, 

restricted use of money and lack of understanding. However, although the report 

identifies ‗key themes‘, it does not indicate what proportion of people raised 

particular themes. 
 

The available evidence is mixed and contradictory. In addition to the problems 

identified above with the research methods, there are some clear contradictions within 

the available evidence. These raise questions about the accuracy and weight to be 

accorded to the evidence in informing policy development. For example, while over 

half of clients surveyed reported spending less on cigarettes, a majority (73.3%) of 

surveyed store owners reported that cigarette sales had remained unchanged. 

Similarly, while clients surveyed reported less drinking and alcohol abuse, the NTER 

Whole of Government Monitoring Report noted that there was a significant increase 

in the number of alcohol-related incidents reported to police across NT communities 

(up 34% between 06-07 and 07-08, and increasing by 29% in 08-09). The report also 

noted that substance-related incidents had increased by 77% since the introduction of 

the NTER. One of the findings drawn from the focus groups was that there had been a 

reduction in humbugging, domestic violence, addictive behaviours and gambling.55  

                                              
55 Note: This finding along with other personal comments to politicians raises questions about 

gratuitous consent‘ and the Hawthorne effect, ie agreeing something worked because it 
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However, these findings do not seem consistent with the trends in alcohol related 

incidents discussed above, nor with substantial increases in domestic violence 

reporting (up 42% from 2007-08 to 2008-09). It is unclear to what extent an increased 

police presence and alcohol-bans in communities have affected these results, but, 

without further information, it seems difficult to support the conclusion that income 

management has resulted in a reduction of alcohol use or violence in communities. 
 

The evidence on community views of compulsory income management is also mixed, 

as is clear from the CLC report, referred to above. The Government‘s report on its 

Emergency Response Redesign Consultations reported a number of ‗key themes‘ 

from the community consultations, including that: ‗children, the elderly and women 

were now feeling safer, better fed and clothed, they were getting a better night‘s 

sleep, and there was less humbugging for money for alcohol, drugs and gambling. 

This was attributed to the combined effects of various NTER measures, in particular 

income management…‘ 
 

It found that women commented most frequently on the positive benefits of income 

management, but that men also commented frequently on these benefits, though many 

said that the NTER had ‗shamed many caring and responsible men‘. It also noted that 

community leaders and stakeholder organisation representatives highlighted the 

embarrassment caused by the introduction of income management, particularly the 

Basics Card. 
 

The report indicates that views on whether income management should continue were 

not expressed at every meeting but, where the issue was discussed, ‗the majority of 

comments said that income management should continue‘. However, as the report 

notes, this cannot be taken to indicate majority support for the continuation of the 

current compulsory income management model. Indeed, the report notes that there 

was a divergence of views about future options, ‗with discussion ranging beyond the 

two options outlined in the Discussion Paper.‘ 
 

It notes that, compared to the option of continuing the current model, there was a 

slight overall preference among some groups for an exemption model and that ‗there 

were also many calls for income management to be applied only on a voluntary 

basis‘. It is not clear what proportion of respondents in these groups expressed this 

view, or supported other models not canvassed by the Government consultation 

paper. In other groups, the report states, there was a ‗strong and consistent view in 

support of voluntary and trigger-based models … in preference to either of the 

Government‘s proposed options.‘ Importantly, the report also found that participants 

expressed a strong preference that ‗communities themselves should actively be 

involved in making decisions about income management.‘ All of this evidence 

suggests that the consultation feedback cannot be taken to show majority support for 

the model proposed: compulsory income management applied by Government 

(without community input or control) across broad categories of income support 

recipients. 
 

No evidence to support the targeting of income management to the specified 

categories of recipients.  
 

The targeting of compulsory income management to long-term income support 

recipients is based on, and perpetuates, a clichéd and discriminatory view of this 

group. It creates a perception that long-term recipients are unable or unwilling to 

manage their very limited finances. It is also likely to indirectly discriminate against 

                                                                                                                                  
happened. 
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Indigenous Australians, who will be disproportionately affected by the scheme due to 

the high levels of poverty in Indigenous communities and the higher rate of long-term 

unemployment among the Indigenous population 
 

The choice of payments and payment duration under the proposed scheme is 

arbitrary. The Welfare Reform Bill Explanatory Memorandum states that the groups 

to be affected by new income management measures ‗have been chosen based on 

their need for support due to their high risk of social isolation and disengagement, 

poor financial literacy, and participation in risky behaviours.‘ No evidence is 

presented to support this statement, nor any analysis of the complex causes of social 

isolation, disengagement, poor financial literacy or risky behaviours. Deep social 

exclusion may be associated with receipt of these payments but that tells us nothing 

about cause and effect… Different approaches are needed for these individuals and 

communities. However those with more complex problems cannot be identified by 

payment status or geographic area alone.56 

 

The above extract has been reproduced here because it thoroughly covers the 

evidence that was available to both government and NGO participants in the 

senate process. ACOSS, as the main advocacy body, and a Government funded 

one, has many pressures on it to maintain the highest standards of probity and 

rigour in its comments. Therefore its summary of the lack of evidence for the 

changes needs to be taken seriously. It clearly states that the material available 

does not present a case for such a major shift to wider welfare policy, let offer 

evidence of its benefits in the NT settlements.   Other groups included similar 

summaries of evidence but with less detail in most cases. The range of 

awareness of the evidence limits was substantial amongst many who made 

submissions.  

 

Anglicare Australia 

 

Anglicare is a major national service delivery agency whose submission also 

assessed the benefits of otherwise of income management and the proposed 

changes. We included its comments, as a relatively conservative church based 

welfare agency that is widely involved in the delivery of welfare services. Its 

experiences with the groups affected now and to be affected gives the views 

further legitimacy.  

 

Its summary of the evidence overlapped considerably with the ACOSS 

submission, so we have extracted sections that cover different ground.  

Anglicare had similar doubts about the various data sets on offer and are 

critical of the use of AIHW and other studies, as is shown above.  

 
Evidence for the Policy 

 

One of Anglicare Australia‘s strategic goals is to promote policy and programs based 

on research and experience. It shares with the Government an avowed commitment to 

evidence based policy. It welcomes the emphasis placed on the evaluation and 

assessment of this initiative and would urge that a sunset clause on the wide ranging 
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nature of these provisions be inserted, and ensure that any extension of the scheme 

would be informed by that evaluation. …… 
 

Later… 
 

… There doesn‘t appear to be evidence from the Intervention that income 

management, in and of itself, is a solution to problems of dysfunction and welfare 

dependency. Other income management trials have also been advanced as evidence in 

support of this initiative. However, neither the Cape York nor WA initiatives have 

taken the broad brush - stand alone approach to income management that this 

legislation allows. They chose a mix of individual and voluntary income quarantining 

arrangements linked to a series of wrap around services and interventions.57 

 

Their submission also covers other examples of income management programs, 

which are now being used to justify new expansions, as indicated in the 2011 

Budget. The WA program is the one being quoted as the basis for the new 

extension. At this stage, the evaluation of the program was not public but 

emerged later in 2010 and has also been criticised by WACOSS as not showing 

clear gains. We include some detail here to show the different structures of the 

various programs. 

 
WA Income Management trials 

 

The WA trials involved voluntary income management in identified areas and 

mandatory income management of identified individuals. The large income 

management scheme being tested in WA, while locational, is voluntary. In terms of 

the smaller mandatory scheme, the statement of the scope of the WA Income 

Management for Child Neglect project begins: 
 

In partnership, the Commonwealth and West Australian Governments will implement 

income management as a child protection measure, to address the neglect of children 

where it can be established that income mismanagement has contributed to the neglect 

issues. Income management will be one of a number of interventions used under a 

case management model which aims to protect children by providing a holistic 

response to families where neglect is present. 
 

While again there are contested views on the impact and effectiveness of this project, 

it is clearly structured very differently, and much more tightly, than the proposed 

amendment to the Social Security Act. In this context mandatory income management 

is used as one available tool in a holistic response. The Federal Bill, by comparison, 

would establish a mandatory income management regime irrespective of context, 

behaviour, other services or interventions.58 

 

The Cape York Welfare Reform Trial 

 

The Cape York Welfare Reform Trial is a much more intense project than anything 

                                              
57 Anglicare Australia, Submission to the Community Affairs Legislation Committee Inquiry 

into the Social Security and Other Legislation Amendment (Welfare Reform and 

Reinstatement of the Racial Discrimination Act) Bill 2009 and other related Bills (2010) 

http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/soc_sec_welfare_reform_racial_discrim_0

9/submissions/sub33.pdf 
58 Ibid. 
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required or suggested in the new income management Legislation. It incorporates 

complex set of strategies, which, in the words of the Trial‘s Evaluation Framework 

document, ―aim to lead four communities in Cape York to adopt more pro-social 

norms and behaviours and in particular to lessen the dependence of individuals on 

welfare.‖ It is built on partnerships including relevant governments and Aboriginal 

organisations such as the Family Relationships Commission and the community 

councils, and has come out of an extensive development process combining historical 

experience and a theory of change articulated in the Cape York Institute‘s From Hand 

Out to Hand Up. 
 

The terms of reference in the framework concludes by emphasising the 

multidimensional nature of the initiative. 
 

The complex nature of the four streams of Trial activities, the broader policy and 

implementation context in which these activities are taking place, the history of the 

communities and the interrelated nature of the issues they are trying to address 

together generate an especially challenging program to assess. The Trial takes a 

holistic approach to a multidimensional set of policy problems.59 

 

Academic and other research opinions 

 

The Senate Committee received submissions from a number of academics. 

Professor Jon Altman of the Australian National Universities Centre for 

Aboriginal Economic Policy Research reflected the general opinion in 

recommending that:  

 

a) Income management should not be extended unless first supported by 

proper evidence-based evaluation;  

b) Income management should be a voluntary program; and 

c) Income management should not continue to divert attention and 

resources away from the larger policy issues affecting Aboriginal 

communities: 

 
Recommendations 

 

In making three recommendations to the Senate Standing Committee I am acutely 

aware that the welfare reforms proposed in the Bills under consideration are likely to 

have bipartisan political support, they are the product of the late Howard 

Government‘s NTER legislation policy framework that has been adopted relatively 

unchanged by the current Rudd Government. I am also aware that considerable 

bureaucratic effort and taxpayer dollars have been invested in a machinery to manage 

the incomes of welfare recipients: there is likely to be considerable resistance to 

change the emerging policy framework and implementation architecture. These 

factors though do not make the new policies right and there is no certainty that they 

will deliver positive social outcomes. Under these circumstances I feel compelled to 

make the following three recommendations to the Senate Standing Committee: 
 

• All the available evidence collected by the NTER Review, government agencies 

and by AIHW on a consultancy basis for FaHCSIA, as well as international 

studies, provide either no or limited support for the proposed measures. Prior to 
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making such far-reaching welfare reforms, it is incumbent on the Australian 

Government to properly gather and analyse the evidence to assess the impacts of 

income management that should now be available two years on. Such an exercise 

will take time and effort. 
 

• While such evidence is being gathered and analysed in an impartial manner by an 

independent and reputable research body (national, or international if none that is 

suitably independent can be found in Australia) that does not pre-empt outcomes, 

social security income management should be made voluntary for all. To not do 

so, to apply measures without discretion, is tantamount to pre-emptively judge 

social security recipients, the most vulnerable and powerless in our society as 

guilty rather than being accorded the presumption and dignity of innocence until 

proven guilty. To continue with the status quo of blanket measures as is 

happening in the NT continues to flaunt the RDA and principles of horizontal 

equity. It is recommended that the Minister use her discretion to immediately un-

prescribe communities and allow for opt-in income management measures to 

proceed using the existing array of institutional arrangements. 
 

• At present, too much policy attention and implementation is focusing on welfare 

recipients who can be technically governed by the Australian Government via the 

Centrelink payments system. The Australian Government should focus on 

implementing more challenging structural social policy measures like the 

provision of public services in housing, health and education to Aboriginal 

communities that the Australian state is currently struggling to deliver for a 

complex set of institutional and structural reasons.60 

 

Altman pointed out that those who claim success for the Intervention are 

ignoring FaHCSIA‘s own reported data:  

 
This second report covers 83 pages and is detailed and not all measures are given 

multi-year comparative coverage. But for those that are, some of the findings are 

extremely disappointing. For example: 
 

On health… reported child malnutrition is up despite the 85 licenced stores, the 

15,000 Basics Cards and the $200 million income managed. On education, total 

enrolments and school attendance rates are marginally down despite the school 

breakfast and lunch programs and more and more police are working as truancy 

officers. 
 

On promoting law and order, alcohol, drug and substance abuse incidents are all up 

(p.32–33); domestic violence related incidents are up (p.33); and breaches of 

domestic violence orders are up (p.33) despite a far greater police presence. The most 

disturbing data are contained in Table 4.4.1 on p.35 which reports personal harm 

incidents reported to police: all categories are up except for sexual assault reports that 

are slightly down.61 
 

Another academic input came from the Menzies School of Health Research in 

                                              
60 Professor Jon Altman, ‗Submission to Senate Community Affairs legislation Committee: 

Inquiry into Social Security and Other Legislation Amendment (Welfare Reform and 

Reinstatement of Racial Discrimination Act) Bill 2009 and related bills (2010). 
61 Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs Closing the 

Gap in the Northern Territory January 2009 to June 2009, Whole of Government Monitoring 

Report Part Two (2009). 
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Darwin, whose survey results on food purchasing were initially presented in the 

form of a letter to the Senate Committee. This is the only study that had clear 

longitudinal data and baseline figures. Comparing the periods before and after 

the introduction of income management, the research showed little or no 

change associated with income management: 

 
The impact of income management was examined in relation to dietary quality of 

purchased food and drinks and tobacco sales in ten remote NT communities. Data was 

collected 18 months prior to income management and up to 18 months post 

introduction.  
 

The study has currently been submitted for publication and is under a process of being 

peer reviewed; many details cannot be shared at this point but will be widely available 

once the article is published. 
 

Against a background of increases in total store sales and in all the commodities 

before income management at a rate consistent with inflation, income management 

appeared to have no effect on total store sales, food and drink sales, tobacco sales and 

fruit and vegetable sales, independent of a government stimulus payment.  
 

This study highlights significant confounding factors such as government bonus 

payments and store licensing that need to be considered in an assessment of income 

management on store sales. 
 

Across ten stores in the Northern Territory, income management had no effect on fruit 

and vegetable sales or turnover (volume sold). 
 

A reduction in the level of soft drink sales and volume sold occurred in the first six 

months of income management. Restrictions on purchases in these 10 stores due to a 

budgeting tool meant that soft drinks and confectionery could not be commonly 

purchased with income managed funds. 
 

Following the first six months of income management, both soft drink sales and 

confectionery sales continued at a rate higher than that shown prior to income 

management. 
 

Income management independent of the government stimulus payment appears to 

have had no beneficial effect on tobacco and cigarette sales or dietary quality. 

Increase in sales of all store commodities occurred during the period of the 

government stimulus payment. 
 

Yours faithfully,  

Julie Brimblecombe & Adam Barnes62 

 

The Government did not take the letter seriously, characteristically ignoring 

evidence potentially countering its claim that income management was having 

a positive effect.  

 

Six weeks later the full study was published as a refereed journal article in the 

Medical Journal of Australia63, receiving wide media coverage. The Minister‘s 
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reaction to the publication of the full article is covered below in the section on 

data that emerged after the Senate committee reported below.  

 

The Senate Report  

 

The overwhelming majority of the evidence presented during and after the 

Senate Committee hearings did not support the continuation or extension of 

income management. Most submissions contended that the evidence base did 

not exist to support such a dramatic change to the welfare system, and called 

for a genuine robust evaluation to be conducted. Some submissions pointed to 

negative effects of income management, and only two claimed positive effects. 

Nevertheless, the majority of the Senate Committee recommended that the 

proposed legislation pass without any changes. This irrational outcome raises 

questions about whether the Government may have pressured the Committee to 

ignore evidence that did not favour income management as has been suggested 

by some observers.64  

 

The following comments, sidestepping many of the concerns put forward, were 

included in the Senate Community Affairs Committee Report: 

 
2.79 The committee considers that the FaHCSIA consultation process was generally 

successful and looks forward to further improvements in government consultation 

processes over time. The committee is encouraged by government investment in 

interpretative capacity, as interpretation is a key element of successful government 

consultation and for progress in Indigenous affairs generally. 
 

3.28 The main issue raised in relation to the government's proposal was the robustness 

of the evidence used to justify the expansion of income management across Australia. 

Most of the government's evidence provided to the committee relates to the 

experience of income management in the Northern Territory. The committee notes 

that trials are also underway in Western Australia and Queensland using different 

models to the Northern Territory. 
 

3.29 The committee found that community opinion on income management in the 

Northern Territory is polarised. Reports commonly cited by the government have 

shown majority support for and positive outcomes in terms of health and welfare as a 

result of income management. Likewise, these reports have also documented 

problems with the measure, mostly relating to the operation of the BasicsCard and 

perceptions that it is a racially discriminatory measure.65 

                                                                                                                                  
David P Thomas and Ross S Bailie ‗After the Intervention — Research Impact of income 

management on store sales in the Northern Territory,‘ (2010) 192(10), 549-554. 

http://www.mja.com.au/public/issues/192_10_170510/bri10090_fm.html?source=cmaileris at 

29 August 2011. 
64 Note: Eva Cox’s personal communications. 
65 Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee, ‗Social Security and Other Legislation 

Amendment (Welfare Reform and Reinstatement of Racial Discrimination Act) Bill 2009 

[Provisions]; Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs and Other 

Legislation Amendment (2009 Measures) Bill 2009 [Provisions]; Families, Housing, 

Community Services and Indigenous Affairs and Other Legislation Amendment‘ (Restoration 

of Racial Discrimination Act) Bill 2009‘ Report (2010). 
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The following sections of the report show an overdependence on government 

and bureaucratic reassurance and interpretations, on anecdotal evidence and the 

few submissions that supported income management:  

 
3.31 FaHCSIA noted that the results of the studies varied, but consistently indicated 

positive outcomes as a result of income management and related measures, such as 

increased sales of fresh fruit and vegetables, reduced levels of gambling, alcohol 

consumption and harassment for cash and a greater contribution by men towards 

family groceries. 
 

3.32 Examples include a finding of the NTER taskforce, in its final report to the 

government in June 2008, that women in many communities supported income 

management as it ensured money was available for food and other necessities for 

children, reduced harassment and helped to develop household budgeting skills. 
 

3.33 The survey of Government Business Managers (GBMs) also reported that 

harassment for money had decreased in 39 per cent of communities. The survey 

indicated a reduction in the amount of gambling in communities and amounts 

wagered in individual games. 
 

3.34 According to the Stores Post-Licensing Review Report, over two thirds of store 

operators identified an increase in the amount of healthy food purchased, including 

fresh fruit and vegetables, dairy products and meat. 

 
3.35 A submission to the NTER Review Board by the Central Land Council indicated 

an increased household expenditure on food and children, an increase in men's 

contribution to family shopping expenses, reductions in gambling and drinking and 

improved quality of stock in community stores. 
 

3.36 According to the Community Feedback Survey undertaken by CIRCA, 

respondents reported several positive outcomes, including increased purchases of 

food and other essential items; increased savings; reduction of alcohol consumption 

and gambling; increased ease of paying bills; and reduction in family tension. 
 

3.37 FaHCSIA noted that these findings were similar to the views expressed by many 

people in the NTER redesign consultations about the benefits they saw from the 

NTER measures.66 

 

None of the ‗studies‘ mentioned involved objective measures such as data from 

store receipts or expenditure records. All were based simply on the opinions of 

people questioned. We are not saying these opinions were wrong; rather that 

they are not a proper measure of the actual impact of income management, 

either on its own or in conjunction with the other measures that may affect 

shopping behaviour.  

 

The one Aboriginal organisation that supports compulsory income management 

was extensively quoted by the Committee: 
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3.38 The committee also heard that income management had beneficial effect. For 

instance, the Ngaanyatjarra Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara Women's Council (NPY 

Women's Council) supported the income management measure on the grounds that it 

helped to protect women and children. Ms Vicki Gillick noted that in her opinion, 

income management had resulted in more money being spent on essential items. The 

NPY Women's Council noted the beneficial effect of income management in their 

submission, stating: The elected Directors believe that, along with other NTER 

measures such as an increased policing and child health checks, IM has increased the 

funds available to welfare recipient for the necessities of life, and served to reduce the 

amount of money available for grog, illicit drugs and gambling, and thus the level of 

demand sharing by those who spend their funds largely on substance abuse.67 

 

The report does acknowledge the prevailing view (outside the Government) 

that insufficient evidence has been provided to justify extending income 

management. However, that view is dismissed:  

 
Criticisms of the evidence base 

 

3.45 Many submitters and witnesses were critical of the evidence base used to support 

the extension of income management across the Northern Territory and Australia. 

Some of these criticisms were summarised by Professor Jon Altman, who stated: 

Unfortunately and sadly, no empirical evidence with any integrity has emerged to 

unequivocally support income management measures. That collected by the 

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare has been highly qualified and equivocal. 

That collected by the Australian government or its agents has been in-house, 

unreviewed and, frankly, a little amateurish. At best, it has been deeply conflicted by 

moral hazard. Agents of the state are asked by state employees or their paid 

consultants whether state measures are effective. Worryingly, the evidence might 

change over time. For example, there is forthcoming research from the Menzies 

School of Health Research, currently under peer review, that outcomes from income 

management might, at best, be ineffective and, and at worst, perverse. 
 

3.46 Several witnesses, including Anglicare Australia, the Australian Council of 

Social Services (ACOSS) and the St Vincent de Paul Society noted the small sample 

size used in studies such as the AIHW evaluation report and were of the opinion that 

the evidence base was not strong enough to support the expansion of income 

management. 
 

3.47 Anglicare Australia noted that income management was just one of a suite of 

measures introduced through the NTER. As a result, it was difficult to attribute results 

to income management alone: We were looking at the evidence and saying that, 

because the intervention had different objectives to this particular bill and because 

there were other issues that happened at the same time as income management, it is 

really very difficult to actually look back and say, ‗Income management has achieved 

X, Y and Z.‘ There were also the changes to community stores at the time. There 

were changes to policing and changes to houses. 
 

3.48 Additionally, Anglicare made the point that the Northern Territory prescribed 

communities were not necessarily analogous environments to disadvantaged 

communities in urban areas: We also feel that the issues that the Northern Territory 

intervention was trying to offset do not necessarily happen in an average suburb 
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around Australia. It was looking at communities that were quite discrete, that 

understand themselves as communities and where there are hugely strong kinship 

obligations. I do not believe we see those in Cannington or the suburbs of Sydney and 

Melbourne. We do not have that same understanding of a set of people as a 

community. So, whether or not the blanket approach worked in the Northern 

Territory— and we have a view about that—we do not feel there has been enough 

evidence or looking at the stuff that did go on to take it in this form to every other 

single community in Australia. 
 

3.49 The committee is mindful of criticisms regarding the government's evidence 

base, but notes that the existence of a comprehensive evidence base is 

problematic in almost all areas of social policy development. The complexity of 

social policy rarely allows for controlled experiments or definitive findings. (Our 

bold). 
 

3.50 The committee notes with interest the government's intention to evaluate the 

income management measure prior to expanding coverage of the scheme to other 

areas of Australia: The operation of the new scheme of income management in the 

Northern Territory will be carefully evaluated. The first evaluation progress report is 

expected in 2011/12. The other income management trials currently underway in 

Western Australia and Queensland will also continue to be evaluated. Future roll out 

elsewhere in Australia will be informed by the evidence gained from this evaluation 

activity. 
 

3.51 The committee considers that it is essential for this evaluation to be conducted to 

a high standard. The committee considers this to be a prime opportunity to establish a 

rigorous evaluation of social policy in order to strengthen the evidence base over 

time. 
 

3.52 There was broad support for a robust evaluation process from witnesses such as 

Anglicare Australia: At the start of an activity like this, if we are going to go down 

this track, let‘s set up some evaluation, some ability to draw evidence from this; 

because the evidence we have seen out of the Northern Territory intervention is 

weak.68 
 

Thus, the Committee recognised above that there is a dearth of clear evidence 

and recommended that income management in the NT should be rigorously 

evaluated ‗prior to expanding coverage‘; yet it approved the legislation for that 

allowed for immediate expansion and national coverage without any further 

caveats. 

 
Recommendation 4 

 

4.19 The committee recommends that the Senate pass the government's bills. 69 

 

Not all the Committee agreed. The Coalition members said the bills were too 

lenient because they let age and disability pensioners off the hook when it came 

to compulsory income management. The Greens disagreed with the 

recommendation because the counter evidence had been so persuasive and they 

were concerned about many aspects of the new schemes: 
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Dissenting report by Senator Rachel Siewert, Australian Greens (extract) 

 
The whole approach being pursued by the Rudd Government to the need to reform the 

problems of the Northern Territory Emergency Response (NTER) as reflected in the 

Government's bills is fundamentally flawed. The government is attempting to 

simultaneously pursue contradictory and incompatible policy objectives. It made a 

firm commitment in opposition to restore the application of the Racial Discrimination 

Act to the NTER legislation and went to the election advocating the progressive 

social policy of social inclusion. However, since coming to government it has become 

enamoured with a punitive model of conditional welfare targeting disadvantaged 

Indigenous communities (despite the enormous cost and a lack of evidence for its 

efficacy) which is incompatible with social inclusion and basic human rights. While 

these kinds of deep philosophical and moral contradictions can be glossed over in the 

short term with creative public messaging, the victory of spin over substance is 

always short-lived. 
 

The proposed extension of non-discriminate mandatory income management to 

classes of income support recipients across the country represents a major shift in 

social security policy. In my view and in the view of the vast majority of 85 social 

service providers who gave evidence to the committee, this represents a fundamental 

shift in values which goes to the very heart of the concept of social security as an 

entitlement designed to reduce poverty by delivering an adequate income and 

assistance to find work. In doing so it violates the principle of inalienability of the 

social security safety net which has been the cornerstone of modern welfare law. 
 

The starkest outcome of this inquiry by the Community Affairs Legislative 

Committee was the lack of any substantive evidence to support the government's 

assertions of the efficacy of its approach after two and a half years of the intervention, 

and the overwhelming concern expressed by experts and community organisations 

with the approach being taken. This lack of hard evidence is a serious indictment of 

the government of a Prime Minister who continues to expresses his commitment to 

'evidence-based policy'. In relation to the efficacy of income management, the 

analysis provided by AIHW of data collected by FaHCSIA highlighted serious 

deficiencies in the evidence, including: the lack of any comparison group or baseline 

data, the over-reliance on anecdotal evidence, perceptions and opinions; the absence 

of hard empirical evidence to back up any of these claims; the relatively small number 

of clients interviewed and the lack of random selection of interviewees; the limited 

amount of quantitative data collected for evaluation purposes, and the difficulty in 

isolating the effects of income management to other effects from increased 

investment in affected communities. They characterised all of the data collected as 

falling towards the bottom of an evidence hierarchy and were highly critical of its 

reliability and validity. It is very clear that this evidence does not provide a basis for 

continuing or extending income management, and the failure to collect meaningful 

empirical data undermines any claim that these were 'trial' measures 
 

The report seeks to make the case for government policies and commitments for 

which there is neither compelling evidence nor a convincing argument. On a large 

number of points the report has not even made a convincing attempt to argue the case 

for the government's policy position, but has simply relied on departmental assertions 

that well argued criticisms and opposing evidence are not true, and that the 

department believes or the Minister has stated something to the contrary. The most 

striking example of this relates to the debate concerning whether the proposed income 

management measures are discriminatory – where in the face of detailed and 

compelling argument from constitutional and human rights law experts the report falls 

back on assertion that the government intends these measures to be non-
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discriminatory and so I believe it is misleading to refer to this analysis as 'the 

AIHW report', particularly given evidence to the committee in Senate Estimates 

in February that the AIHW Ethics Committee had previously refused to 

participate in the study.  (Our bold.) 

 
After the Senate Report recommending the passage of the legislation was tabled in 

March, some further reports and data sets eg the Menzies study mentioned above, 

were made public that could and should have been considered before the legislation 

was passed in June. Which had been signalled in the letter quoted above was seriously 

attacked by the Government as outlined below. This reaction raises serious issues 

about the official treatment of evidence by the Department and FaHCSIA.70  

 

The Full Menzies Research Study Report  

 

This peer-reviewed article was published in the Medical Journal of Australia 

(MJA) in April 2010. It followed a letter sent to the Senate Committee hearing 

which had outlined the early results of the study of purchasing patterns before 

and during income management in the Arnhem Land Progress Aboriginal 

Corporation (ALPA) stores in the NT. As the letter had earlier suggested, the 

findings were that IM was not working, therefore contradicting the government 

position. That letter was not even mentioned by the Committee in its majority 

report, nor taken into account by the Government. Below is the abstract of the 

MJA article:  

 
After the Intervention 

 

Research Impact of income management on store sales in the Northern Territory 
 

Objective: To examine the impact of a government income management program on 

store sales. 
 

Design and setting: An interrupted time series analysis of sales data in 10 stores in 

10 remote Northern Territory communities during 1 October 2006 to 30 September 

2009, which included an 18-month period before income management; a 4–6-month 

period after the introduction of income management; a 3-month period that coincided 

with a government stimulus payment; and the remaining income-management period. 
 

Main outcome measures: Trends in (i) total store sales; (ii) total food and beverage 

sales; (iii) fruit and vegetables sales; (iv) soft drink sales; and v) tobacco sales. 
 

Results: Modest monthly increases indicative of inflation were found for all outcome 

measures before the introduction of income management, except for soft drink sales, 

which remained constant. No change from the increasing rate of monthly sales before 

income management was seen in the first 4–6 months of income management or for 

the income-management period thereafter for total store sales, food and beverage 

sales, fruit and vegetable sales and tobacco sales. The rate of soft drink sales declined 

significantly with the introduction of income management and then increased 

significantly thereafter. The 3-month government stimulus payment period (during 

                                              
70 Rachel Siewert , Australian Greens, ‘Dissenting Report’ 
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/soc_sec_welfare_reform_racial_discrim_0

9/report/d02.htm at 30 August 2011. 
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the period of income management) was associated with a significant increase in the 

rate of sales for all outcome measures. 
 

Conclusion: Income management independent of the government stimulus payment 

appears to have had no beneficial effect on tobacco and cigarette sales, soft drink or 

fruit and vegetable sales.71  

 

The article‘s publication was quite widely reported in the media. In response, 

the Minister‘s office showed an example of their attitude toward any serious 

data that disagreed with the Government‘s assumptions. A media release by 

Ministers Macklin and Snowdon sought to trivialise and undermine the results 

of the research by focussing on one of the minor findings, related to soft drinks: 
 

Reducing high sugar drink consumption in remote communities 
 

The Australian Government is requesting an urgent report from key departments on 

policy options to help reduce the consumption of high sugar drinks in remote 

communities. A new study from the Menzies School of Health Research has 

highlighted the need to lower the consumption of high sugar drinks in remote 

Indigenous Northern Territory communities.  
 

The research has shown that there has been an increase in the consumption of high 

sugar drinks in the stores examined in the study from October 2006 to September 

2009. The research also cites reports that soft drinks are contributing up to 27 per cent 

of the total sugar available through remote community stores. Foods and drinks with 

high sugar content can contribute significantly to chronic diseases such as diabetes 

and renal disease. 
 

The Government welcomes the Menzies survey of ten Arnhem Land Progress 

Association (ALPA) stores. The detailed analysis and findings from the Menzies 

survey are not inconsistent with the findings in the Government‘s 2009 Post 

Licensing Monitoring Report, and do not support a conclusion across all communities 

that the Northern Territory Emergency Response has had limited impact.  
 

Very few other stores outside Arnhem Land had a similarly strong emphasis on 

improving nutritional outcomes prior to the introduction of income management. 

ALPA stores have long been among the best managed stores in the Northern 

Territory. The stores have had a strong nutrition policy in place since 1984 and 

employ an in-house nutritionist. Local people are employed to promote healthy eating 

and the additional freight costs are not included in the price of fruit and vegetables so 

these items are often cheaper than in other community stores.  

It is not surprising that purchasing habits are healthier in these ALPA stores both prior 

and subsequent to the introduction of income management. Income management is an 

important reform to fight passive welfare and ensure more money goes to food, 

clothes and rent and less money goes to buying alcohol and to gambling. 
 

A Post Licensing Monitoring Report last year covering 66 stores found that 68 per 

cent of store operators reported an increase in the amount of healthy food purchased 

following the Northern Territory Emergency Response measures. Under income 

                                              
71 Julie K Brimblecombe, Joseph McDonnell, Adam Barnes, Joanne Garnggulkpuy Dhurrkay, 

David P Thomas and Ross S Bailie ‗After the Intervention — Research Impact of income 

management on store sales in the Northern Territory,‘ MJA 2010; 192(10): 549-554. 

http://www.mja.com.au/public/issues/192_10_170510/bri10090_fm.html?source=cmaileris  

http://www.mja.com.au/public/issues/192_10_170510/bri10090_fm.html?source=cmaileris
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management, 50 per cent of income support and family payments is set aside to 

ensure funds are available for items essential to the wellbeing of families and 

children. Income managed funds cannot be spent on alcohol, cigarettes or gambling.72  

 

The press release fails to mention that the government research cited was based 

on the opinions of individuals rather than on objective data.  

 

The Menzies researchers, annoyed by the release, published an explanation of 

their study on the Crikey website. It is a strong condemnation of government 

policy-making and unusually frank from a government-funded research centre. 

The article was promoted on Crikey‘s health blog, Croakey, as follows: 

 
Does Macklin‟s office have no shame? More on the income management study… 

 

This email landed at Croakey today. ―Macklin‘s office really has no shame!‖ 
 

My correspondent was commenting on the response from Indigenous Affairs Minister 

Jenny Macklin to a study published today in the Medical Journal of Australia showing 

that the federal government‘s income management policy is not making an impact on 

tobacco and healthy food sales in remote community shops in the NT. 
 

Clearly anticipating adverse coverage from the study, the Government yesterday 

issued this release, stating: ―The Australian Government is requesting an urgent report 

from key departments on policy options to help reduce the consumption of high sugar 

drinks in remote communities. A new study from the Menzies School of Health 

Research has highlighted the need to lower the consumption of high sugar drinks in 

remote Indigenous Northern Territory communities.‖ 
 

I‘m not a great fan of the exclamation mark – much over-used – but in this case the 

email comment deserved a whole row of them. As in, Macklin‘s office really has no 

shame!!!!!!!!!!!!! 73 

 

Julie Brimblecombe and David Thomas wrote: 

 
We are the co-authors of a study published today in the Medical Journal of Australia, 

which shows that the federal government‘s income management policy is not making 

an impact on tobacco and health food sales in remote community shops in the NT. 

Smoking and poor diet are responsible for much of the health gap between indigenous 

and other Australians. 
 

We are concerned that indigenous affairs minister Jenny Macklin has responded to 

our study by highlighting the results of the government‘s evaluation. She has told 

journalists that the government intends to press ahead with plans to roll out income 

                                              
72 Jenny Macklin MP, Minister for Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous 

Affairs and Warren Snowdon MP Minister for Indigenous Health, ‗Reducing high sugar drink 

consumption in remote communities‘ Press Release, 16 May 2010. 

http://www.jennymacklin.fahcsia.gov.au/mediareleases/2010/Pages/reducing_sugar_consump

tion_16may10.aspx at 30 August 2011. 
73 Melissa Sweet, Does Macklin‘s office have no shame? More on the income management 

study…‘ (2001) Crikey 

 http://blogs.crikey.com.au/croakey/2010/05/17/does-macklins-office-have-any-shame-more-

on-the-income-mgt-study/ at 30 August 2011. 

http://blogs.crikey.com.au/croakey/2010/05/17/does-macklins-office-have-any-shame-more-on-the-income-mgt-study/
http://www.jennymacklin.fahcsia.gov.au/mediareleases/2010/Pages/reducing_sugar_consumption_16may10.aspx
http://www.jennymacklin.fahcsia.gov.au/mediareleases/2010/Pages/reducing_sugar_consumption_16may10.aspx
http://blogs.crikey.com.au/croakey/2010/05/17/does-macklins-office-have-any-shame-more-on-the-income-mgt-study/
http://blogs.crikey.com.au/croakey/2010/05/17/does-macklins-office-have-any-shame-more-on-the-income-mgt-study/
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management more broadly, and has appeared to dismiss our findings. 
 

The evaluation cited by the minister was based on interviews with 76 income 

management clients in four communities, telephone interviews with 66 store 

operators as well as interviews with business managers and other stakeholders across 

several locations. 
 

This is poor use of qualitative research to answer a question that essentially requires 

quantitative data: are people buying more healthy food as a result of income 

management? 
 

Our study provides that quantitative data. It used sales data to measure how much was 

being spent each month across 10 stores in the Northern Territory, 18 months before 

and 18 months after income management was introduced. In contrast, the 

government‘s evaluation report of income management and spending relied entirely 

on people‘s perceptions in a large number of interviews. 
 

We confirm store managers‘ claims that there was no change in people‘s spending on 

tobacco. However, in contrast to the government report, we found that spending on 

food and drinks and fruit and vegetables did not change with income management. 

Soft drinks sales increased. 
 

The one time during income management that spending went up for all store 

commodities was when people actually had more money: at the time of the 

government stimulus payment. Telling people of low income how they can use 50% 

of their income may make no difference to their spending, but giving a lump of cash 

does. 
 

The government‘s evaluation report claims that "the main benefit identified [of 

income management] was the increase in the amount of money spent on food for 

community members, especially children". This is now questioned by our evidence. 
 

Even its minor claims of improved food choices, more fresh and more healthy food 

being purchased, are linked to the new licensing of stores in these communities -- not 

income management. 
 

Continued income management in remote NT Aboriginal communities and its 

extension to all welfare recipients does not seem to fit with the government‘s credo of 

evidence-based policy. 
 

Whilst the government‘s defence of income management with only very shaky 

evidence has been controversial, gaining little s public health experts, it has received 

applause for its work on prevention, and smoking in particular. It has allocated $100 

million to indigenous tobacco control, using the limited local indigenous research but 

extensive international evidence from other contexts. Its recent decisions to increase 

the tax on cigarettes and to restrict tobacco companies‘ advertising using cigarette 

packets are also likely to reduce indigenous smoking. 
 

But attempts to tackle indigenous people‘s poor diet have not been as coherent and 

are off to a shaky start. There is no funding for either the COAG food security 

initiative or the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Nutrition Strategy and 

Action Plan. The government is yet to respond to the 33 recommendations of the 

Senate inquiry into remote community stores. But store licensing, which is setting 

minimal standards in remote stores in the NT, and the funding of 100 new indigenous 

healthy lifestyle workers are welcome and positive steps. 
 

http://redirect.cmailer.com.au/LinkRedirector.aspx?clid=636ecca9-ba98-449b-a7b6-638df6893ff3&rid=779c2eac-c918-4353-9a27-2e816dfc5c0b
http://redirect.cmailer.com.au/LinkRedirector.aspx?clid=21c93bd5-1421-43d2-a086-e1c265ee4b02&rid=779c2eac-c918-4353-9a27-2e816dfc5c0b
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Less welcome is the reluctance to consider food subsidies. Yes, they are expensive 

and difficult to monitor, but there is increasing international evidence that modifying 

price and monetary benefits, such as food stamps, help to improve the diet of 

economically disadvantaged groups. 
 

As Amanda Lee and colleagues have stated, we need rigorous testing of economic 

solutions to increase access to healthy food in remote communities. Skirting the real 

issue of affordability and poverty, while defending and extending income 

management policies, may delay improvements in indigenous people‘s poor diet and 

the government‘s pledge to "close the gap". 74 

 

Professor Jon Altman also commented on the article: 

 
I have carefully read the Brimblecombe et al. piece … and find it the most 

comprehensive and scholarly quantitative research available to date on the food and 

tobacco expenditure impacts of income quarantining before and after the Intervention. 

As [the authors] point out… it is quite inappropriate to compare this research 

undertaken by academic experts at arms-length from government [with] research 

undertaken by federal bureaucrats or their paid consultants; and to compare rigorous 

quantitative research that addresses a specific question of sales before and after 

income quarantining with qualitative research that asks general questions about 

expenditures on broad categories of goods in government-licensed stores post 

Intervention only.  
 

The Australian government is clearly embarrassed by these research findings for three 

reasons. First, $82.8 million have just been committed in the 2010/11 Budget to create 

a new scheme for income management, an investment in a process to regulate the 

behaviour of welfare recipients in the NT. All up $410.5 million will be committed in 

six years to what might prove an entirely unproductive expenditure. Second, 

legislation is about to be tabled in the federal parliament predicated on an assumption 

that income management is good for Indigenous (and other) subjects in the NT, 

something this research seriously questions. Third, the Rudd government has 

remained firmly wedded to this intervention measure since its election in November 

2007; saying sorry for others ‗historical‘ errors is clearly politically easier than saying 

sorry for your own ‗path dependent‘ acquiescence and possible mistakes.75 

 

If the Australian Government were truly committed to an evidence-based 

approach to indigenous policy, the Menzies study should have had some effect 

on decision-making related to income management. There was plenty of time 

to consider it, between the April publication of the Menzies study (or indeed 

the March preliminary release) and the eventual passage of the legislation 

extending income management across the Northern Territory in August. 

However, there was no move to reconsider or delay the legislation. 

                                              
74 Julie Brimblecombe and David Thomas, Macklin’s twists truth on income management, 

(2010) Crikey 

http://www.crikey.com.au/2010/05/17/income-management-isnt-working-and-macklins-

twisting-the-truth/ at 30 August 2011. 
75 Professor Jon Altman, (2010) Crikey . 
http://www.crikey.com.au/2010/05/17/income-management-isnt-working-and-macklins-

twisting-the-truth/ at 30 August 2011. 
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The new program of income management 

 

In June 2010, the Prime Minister changed, but the new PM, Julia Gillard, 

continued the same policy on income management. FaHCSIA initiated a series 

of consultations in the NT and Canberra on the implementation strategies and 

documents it had prepared for the new scheme. These involved the criteria for 

exemptions that had not existed in the previous model, and the categorisation of 

different groups, as some payments (mainly age and disability related payments 

and pensions), would be exempt. The target group was now clearly working 

age people, including parents on the parenting payments.  

 

On 22
 
June 2010 Minister Macklin released the following statement: 

 
The Australian Government's legislation to deliver major welfare reforms passed the 

Senate last night. The reforms aim to increase parental responsibility, fight passive 

welfare and protect vulnerable people especially children. The legislation introduces a 

new non-discriminatory income management scheme to protect children and families 

and help disengaged youth, and restores the operation of the Racial Discrimination 

Act 1975 in the Northern Territory.  

 

The welfare reforms represent a significant step forward in the Government's 

continuing welfare reform agenda. The reforms will expand the benefits of income 

management to an increased number of vulnerable Australians – Indigenous and non-

Indigenous. The reforms link income management to promoting responsible 

behaviours like participating in work and training and ensuring children attend school.  

Income management is a key tool for protecting vulnerable people, especially 

children.  

 

It ensures that more welfare is spent in the interests of children on life essentials, 

including food, clothes and housing costs, and less welfare goes to problem 

behaviours like gambling and alcohol abuse. The Social Security and Other 

Legislation Amendment (Welfare Reform and Reinstatement of the Racial 

Discrimination Act) Bill 2009 is set to commence from 1 July 2010. 

 

It will be rolled out first across the Northern Territory to an estimated 20,000 people 

in urban, regional and remote areas, as a first step in a national roll out of income 

management in disadvantaged regions.76 

 

This triumphant media release clearly showed that the government was 

satisfied with income management and had no concerns about its continuation. 

The program was deemed such a success that it was now being applied, with 

some minor changes, to the majority of welfare recipients in the NT and was 

promoted as likely to be spread nationally. It was passed in June 2010. 

 

The new income management system had been prepared for roll out from 

August 2010. As it was not directed to just Aboriginal communities, the new 

                                              
76 Jenny Macklin MP and Warren Snowdon MP, ‗Major welfare reforms to support 

vulnerable Australians‘ 22 June 2010. 

http://www.jennymacklin.fahcsia.gov.au/mediareleases/2010/Pages/welfare_reforms_22jun10

.aspx at 30 August 2011. 

http://www.jennymacklin.fahcsia.gov.au/mediareleases/2010/Pages/welfare_reforms_22jun10.aspx
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program defined the groups now covered by the type of payments they received 

and the length of time on that benefit. The basic assumption was that recipients 

of such payments would be benefited by being required to comply with income 

quarantining, unless they could prove they did not need such controls. The new 

program documentation assumed that the groups now to be covered are 

basically bad money managers and lead disordered lives. The one big change 

touted in the new scheme is their ability to apply for an exemption, if the 

recipient can prove they are not bad parents, were engaged in paid work and/or 

training and were good money managers. The conditions for doing so suggest 

that the criteria for getting an exemption would not be easy to prove and would 

also confuse anyone not comfortable with bureaucratic processes or 

documentations, as is shown in the following dense and difficult extracts from 

the documentation that relates to parents on payments. The previously included 

groups, ie pensioners, were now no longer obliged to stay on income 

management, but were strongly encouraged to do so. Those now ineligible for 

automatic inclusion could be added if Centrelink felt they were ‗vulnerable‘ 

people, ie showing specified signs of potential disorder.  

 
FaHCSIA income management implementation policy outline (draft) 

 

Objective of the instrument  
 

Parents of school age children or younger, who might otherwise be subject to income 

management under the Disengaged Youth or Long-term Welfare Payment Recipient 

measures, may seek an exemption from income management by demonstrating that 

each of their dependent children are engaged in appropriate activities and that the 

parent has had no indications of financial vulnerability over the preceding twelve 

month period.  
 

This exemption applies to parents in the following categories:  

 

• Income support payment recipients aged under 25 years, in receipt of relevant 

payment for at least 13 weeks of the last 26 weeks (Disengaged Youth). 

• Income support payment recipients aged over 25 years, in receipt of relevant 

payment for more than 52 weeks of the last 104 weeks (Long-term Welfare 

Payment Recipients). 
 

This policy advice is part one of a two part process for determining exemptions from 

compulsory income management for parents of a child, or children, of compulsory 

school age or under compulsory school age.  
 

Part one of the exemption process requires a person with children of compulsory 

school age (that is, as stipulated by applicable state or territory law) or younger, to 

demonstrate that there have been no indications of financial vulnerability during the 

twelve-month period ending immediately before the test time. This is stipulated in the 

legislation.  
 

Part two of the exemption process requires a person with children of compulsory 

school age or younger to demonstrate that they are undertaking responsible parenting, 

by meeting attendance or participation requirements relating to the education and 

heath care of the child and/or other activities. 
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To be assessed as eligible for an exemption, a person will need to meet the 

requirements under both part one and part two of the exemption process. However, it 

may be appropriate for the financial vulnerability component to be assessed first to 

minimise potentially unnecessary collection of evidence by persons seeking an 

exemption. Centrelink Customer Service Advisors should discuss the whole 

exemption process with customers in the first instance and be willing to accept 

documentation relating to the responsible care of children component prior to the 

financial vulnerability discussion. 
 

This policy advice relates to the financial vulnerability component. It specifies the 

decision-making principles that the Centrelink Customer Service Adviser must 

consider to determine whether there were indications of financial vulnerability for the 

person in the previous 12 months.  
 

The responsible care of children component is covered in a separate policy advice 

(refer to policy advice 3).  
 

Outcomes sought from the instrument 

 

This category of exemption is intended to ensure that the new income management 

measures are targeted to support the most vulnerable and disengaged people, and to 

encourage parents receiving income support payments to undertake responsible care 

of children.  
 

The principles outlined below are intended to build an overall picture of a person‘s 

financial circumstances. That picture should allow Centrelink Customer Service 

Advisers to assess whether a person is able to satisfactorily apply resources towards 

their priority needs, and those of their family and whether they will be safe from 

financial exploitation if exempted from income management. Centrelink Customer 

Service Advisers must have regard to the following principles in determining whether 

a person is financially vulnerable. 
 

Requirements for exemption 

 

The requirements for determining that there were no indications of financial 

vulnerability in relation to a person during the previous 12 months are: 

 

• A person has been applying appropriate resources to meet priority needs; 

• A person had stable payment patterns and budgeting practices and is meeting 

priority needs from their income support and family assistance payments; and 

• A person had control over their money and was not subject to financial 

exploitation; 
 

Definitions  

 

For the purposes of this assessment: 

 

• Financial exploitation. Where a person is subject to undue pressure, harassment, 

violence, abuse, deception or exploitation for resources by another person and/or 

people, including other family members and community members.  

• Priority needs: for the purposes of income management, priority needs are those 

defined in section 123TH of the Social Security (Administration) Act 1999 (Cth).  
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Indicators used to assess financial vulnerability 

 

The Centrelink Customer Service Adviser would need to be satisfied that the person 

had, over the last twelve months, shown no signs of financial vulnerability, with 

regard to the considerations set out below.  
 

These considerations are intended to create an overall impression of a person‘s 

financial circumstances, no set weight should be attributed to each and only those that 

are relevant should be considered. The considerations should not be treated as a 

checklist. The discussion points do not necessarily indicate that a person is financially 

vulnerable, the questions are designed to identify whether a person faces significant 

financial challenges and whether they have been able to manage their money to 

effectively deal with those challenges.77  

 

The above draft document shows how difficult it is for anyone to apply for an 

exemption, prove capacity or be deemed ―not vulnerable‖. There were 

consultations on the implementation of the new policies, around the time of the 

Bill being passed. These again were extremely limited in scope; the only formal 

consultations were in Sydney, Canberra and Darwin. Even though the new 

scheme is potentially national and no longer racially discriminatory, there was 

no serious attempt to engage with disability groups, sole parents or others 

targeted under the wider powers. The almost secretive expansion of the 

program to a new range of recipients meant most people failed to notice this 

major policy change. As usual, the opposition that was expressed in the 

consultations we knew about was largely ignored, including some of our own 

efforts. 

 

The following extract from a submission from Jumbunna raised some of the 

issues above. However, its practical suggestions had no apparent influence on 

the final policy documents.  

 
Introduction 

 

Although Jumbunna has serious issues with the blanket extension of income 

management (IM) because of lack of evidence of its benefits, the following comments 

are offered to point out what problems we envisage and how these could be mitigated 

via recommendations on FAHCSIA‘s exposure draft policy outlines. Jumbunna also 

believe that this policy, while claiming to satisfy the Racial Discrimination Act by 

applying to all welfare recipients, will continue to impact most heavily on Indigenous 

people as the majority of welfare recipients in the Northern Territory (NT) where the 

policy will be initially rolled out in additional areas of Indigenous concentration. We 

point out that this is being done without clear evidence that IM addresses Indigenous 

peoples‘ problems or meets Government set objectives of improved social norms and 

greater self reliance. 
 

The policy has been developed, we are told, to be used in the NT alone. In the Sydney 

consultation 18 June, we were assured that the current proposals would not be used in 

further rollouts. Yet the major evaluation planned for the NT will be used to decide 

                                              
77 This was an early draft circulated by FaHCSIA for the discussions and the consultations 

and is no longer available online. 
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whether to extend the program beyond the NT. It is therefore difficult to make 

recommendations without assuming that most of the NT processes are likely to be 

generalised on the basis of their possible benefits, and, we hope, reconsidered where 

there are evident problems. (see section .. for more details on this) 
 

The criticisms below and recommendations are therefore offered on the basis that this 

NT rollout is a major experimental pilot of a massive change in national welfare 

policies. While there are many Indigenous welfare recipients who live in rural and 

remote areas with unique conditions, there are many more in urban areas, some of 

whom will be captured by IM for the first time. There will also be substantial 

numbers of new non-Indigenous benefit recipients. These will include refugees, other 

non-Anglo immigrants, people with lesser disabilities unable to find employment, 

those with mental health issues, and many non-Indigenous sole parents. The official 

focus on problems in Indigenous communities obscures both what aspects of IM have 

not worked and the problems of its extended design as part of wider reforms.  
 

We believe that the policy is fundamentally flawed because it places a heavy onus on 

recipients to prove standards of behaviour that may be culturally and socially 

inappropriate and often unattainable within the resources provided, both financial and 

service based. The criteria for exemptions ignore the fact that many of those affected 

are households, mostly Indigenous in the roll out area, already experiencing greater 

financial hardship than most. Many are on or below poverty line incomes, including 

sole parents, families where no adult is employed or those facing other disadvantages. 

The processes may create further difficulties of compliance for exemptions that place 

those affected and their children at greater risk by imposing unnecessarily prescriptive 

additional bureaucratic demands and burdens. 
 

The overarching assumption of this policy is that most welfare recipients in this 

designated area lead disordered lives and are unable to manage their finances or 

provide adequately for their children. The government has made the decision that all 

welfare recipients will be compulsorily included in IM but can apply for exemptions 

if they can prove competence. This is the reverse process to Policy Outline 1 for the 

Vulnerable Welfare Payment Recipient Measure where the onus is on a Centrelink 

social worker to prove vulnerability, not the income recipient to prove compliance.  
 

The limits of this exemption option were demonstrated in the Sydney consultation 

when we were told that forward estimates had been calculated on assumptions that 

only 10 per cent of those covered would be exempted. It was not clear whether this 

was because few would apply for exemptions or that those who did would fail to 

comply. We ask that this be immediately clarified. If this low level of assumed 

exemption suggests that either few will choose to go through the hoops or most would 

fail to prove competence, either the process is too onerous or the bar is set too high.  
 

We recognise that the government‘s policies assume high levels of dysfunction and 

see IM as facilitative and supporting better outcomes. The basis for these assumptions 

is unclear because the material submitted to related inquiries, including recipients and 

providers of welfare services suggests that IM is not seen as facilitative but punitive 

and therefore shaming.  
 

The groups of women in Central Australia who are said to favour compulsory IM see 

it as offering support, but their views are situation specific and should not be 

generalised. We support the extension and simplification of the processes of voluntary 

IM for both individuals and communities that want it. This could be done in a way 

that provides protection for the women who want it without imposition on the wider 

community. Given the overwhelming negative reactions to the program and process 
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so far, it is important that compulsory IM is clearly restricted to those who need it or 

want it.  
 

This approach would be consistent with official statements on exemptions that say the 

process is to there to ensure IM is only for those needing it. Therefore, the criteria for 

exemption and inclusion need to be carefully structured to ensure that people who do 

not need it do not stay on it. At present, the documentation suggests the official view 

is to take no risks and ensure that people are managing extra well and tick all the 

boxes before exemptions are granted. 
 

Generally, the primary aim should be to set goals to reduce the proportions of those in 

receipt of IM not to increase recipients. A standard review process should be 

established to ensure that those neither needing nor wanting IM should be able to 

terminate the process easily using the following: 
 

• Initially, all recipients should be asked whether they want to apply for an 

exemption during their interview 

• A quarterly letter should be sent reminding recipients they can apply for 

exemption at any time and set out the criteria for doing so 

• An initial target for exemptions of 25 per cent should be set for the first 12 

months as it is unlikely that more than 75 per cent of compulsory recipients will 

be captured with this target increased annually. 78 

 

There was a singular lack of response by FaHCSIA to the many issues raised 

above. There are wider questions about how well most of us manage money 

and whether the assumptions behind the vulnerability were far too broad and 

culturally limited. In particular, the expectation and definition of good financial 

management by people on incomes below the poverty line is inherently 

problematic, particularly when the standard is being able to pay essential bills 

when the income is inadequate.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                              
78 Terry Priest and Eva Cox, A Response to the Social Security and other Legislation 

Amendment (Welfare Reform and Reinstatement of Racial Discrimination Act) Bill 2009, 

Why the proposed bill should be delayed? (2010). 

 http://www.jumbunna.uts.edu.au/researchareas/submissions.html at 30 August 2011. 
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