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 Introduction 

It is now more than six years since research on this discussion paper began.  

Even though changing circumstances and the passage of time may have 

outdated and overtaken many of the general observations it makes, its primary 

focus on the significant and as yet unresolved issue of Indigenous governance 

remains relevant and of both historical and policy interest. It may even be 

useful as a benchmark against which to judge subsequent Indigenous policies. 

These policies, however, must speak for themselves. 

The paper sets out to examine a fundamental aspect of empowering Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander people to manage their own wellbeing through 

participation in government decision-making. Its reference points were new to 

both Indigenous affairs policies at the time, and the experience of one regional 

area, the Murdi Paaki of far western New South Wales. The paper 

complements an earlier study, The Murdi Paaki Regional Assembly: 

Indigenous Governance in Action and was written as a second part of that 

study.1  

Completion of the paper coincided with what became the last months of the 

Coalition Government (hereafter referred to as the Government). The election 

of the Rudd Labor Government at the end of 2007 resulted in a shift in both 

emphasis and dynamics in Indigenous affairs, beginning with the symbolic 

national apology to the Stolen Generations, and increased public investment to 

‘close the gap’ between the Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians. The 

policy areas examined are primarily those of the Government as it sought to 

implement a raft of new structures, arrangements and welfare reforms in 

Indigenous affairs - from the abolition of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Commission (ATSIC) in 2004 to the election of the Rudd Government 

in 2007.  

As a practical case study, this paper examines the interaction between those 

arrangements (at a Federal level) and the Murdi Paaki Regional Assembly (the 

Assembly), representative of Indigenous communities of that region and among 

the first to be formally recognised as a regional representative governance 

structure. The paper documents the shaping of public policy and how the 

Assembly connected with and responded to government initiatives in 

Indigenous affairs. 

Participation in government decision making is generally recognised as an 

important element in what has now come to be generally understood as ‘good 

governance’. Participation as a process ensures that government programs and 

services, otherwise known as ‘interventions’, are consistent with community 

needs, recognise and overcome disadvantage in a sustainable way, and reflect 
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local culture. It is about communities owning and taking responsibility for their 

own development.  

Being able to take responsibility requires appropriate structural arrangements to 

ensure participants can inform and exercise that responsibility. Where such 

arrangements exist, the relationship between Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people and government is one of equality in a shared partnership built 

on a platform of reciprocal responsibility and mutual obligation. 

The main argument of this paper is that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people be reconnected to the chain of policy making and service delivery. This 

argument remains timely in the context of the Rudd Government’s election 

commitment to establish a new representative body as a voice for Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander people and examines some of the boundaries; such as 

whether a body should be elected and the extent to which a new body, based on 

past experience, will be able to influence government policy through direct 

participation in its formulation. 

This paper examines a case for effective statutory participation of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander people in government policy making, influenced by 

both the more positive aspects of the operations of ATSIC and the capacity of 

the Murdi Paaki region to work within it.   

Against the background of changes in Indigenous policies, and the experience 

of Murdi Paaki, this paper outlines a structural model developed as part of the 

Murdi Paaki experience to facilitate such participation and to reconnect 

government decision making and Indigenous people.  The value of this 

experience is reflected in the way the Murdi Paaki Regional Council, 

established under the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission Act 

1989 (Cth) (hereafter referred to as the ATSIC Act), was able to maintain 

continuity of Indigenous participation and governance in what became the 

Murdi Paaki Regional Assembly and which remains today as a cornerstone of 

Indigenous empowerment at the regional level. 
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