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Model of Indigenous Locally Controlled Service Delivery   

Services need to be decentralised and deregionalised in remote communities because: 

 local needs vary widely across communities and needs are mainstreamed by the regional offices;  

 funding supports are over-specialization;  

 undemocratic, lacking community control of funding; and 

 services operate at the local level. 

 

“The community requirement today is to design services from the bottom-up or from the community’s 

perspective, which is grounded in a more complete understanding of its social reality. The challenge is to 

move from mandates which emphasize efficient delivery of services to mandates that focus on effective 

service outcomes” 
1
 

 

One of the effects of colonisation is that institutional and office environments are alienating to Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people, as a result of traumatic interventions by past Governments.
 2
  Hence, institutional 

settings are not ideal for delivery of human services, for example, attempts may be unsuccessful at providing 

counselling services to battered women at the clinic due to problems with: 

 inadequate child care;  

 lack of transport; and  

 poor rapport 3 

 

“Home visits involve additional time and effort, but relative to the alternative of underutilisation of 

office-based interventions, home visits significantly enhance care and the effectiveness of counselling”
4
.  

 

Services should be locally-based, and where possible, offered at the client‟s home because institutional 

environments are often intimidating, as well as alienating and it is proposed that a home-based approach would 

allow for greater flexibility, and facilitate a more equitable trusting relationship, may result in greater accountability.  

 

“By making the first contact in the client’s home, the client’s value in the relationship is established. 

The home visits also help to overcome the perceived reluctance of Native Americans and Alaskan 

natives to seek help outside the extended family”
5
  

 

Current Accountability Issues  

When accountability-related issues arise the greatest concern for Indigenous community organisations is political 

interference from the Government, Federal and State, and the community. Political interference can influence the 

Government to close an Indigenous managed services, compromising the probity and effectiveness of some 

Indigenous agencies, and further disadvantages Indigenous people. Devolved authority includes the problem of 

determining specific responsibilities where divided authority creates multiple accountability; reducing the capacity 

of local agencies to provide services. 

 

The most critical reference to community political interference is that councillors, directors, board members, 

management, staff and other influential community members, interfered improperly in service delivery when it 

involved a member of their own family or a family member of a close personal association, or a business 

association, as in: 

 an auspicing body 

 a client or relative of a client who has had any involvement with staff at the service 

 a service that the client may or may not be referred to 

 a victim, or a perpetrator, or friends and relatives of a victim, or perpetrator 
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 a person who may benefit financially, such as a consultant, broker, printer, publisher, distributor 

 potential employee from an outside group 

 past employees with unresolved issues because of collaboration of management with community politics. 

 

Community political interference can enable abusers to continue to pursue and perpetrate atrocities with impunity. If 

the perpetrator is a relative of influential members of communities they could be described as “untouchable” and 

people refuse to identify them for fear of reprisal” 
6
  

There is also pressure to employ „untouchables‟ and little or no protection if employment is declined or the 

untouchable is made redundant. Political interference by powerful community members is an impediment to the 

development of Indigenous managed human agencies and subsequent service delivery. 
7
  Communities can cause the 

removal of staff and even close a service through collective stalking through a series of objectionable behaviours or 

defamatory gossip. The motives for such actions can be personal gain, professional jealousy, or a demonstration of 

power and control, often but not necessarily, by or on behalf of perpetrators, drug dealers, or sly grog runners. 

Widespread physical and sexual abuse can only existing within a community where there are „untouchables in 

culture of silence‟, this alone can contribute to high rates of suicide 
8
 and youth cluster suicides as a form of 

collective helplessness. 

 

Internationally, Aboriginal women‟s groups were the first to publicly raise concerns about the impact of community 

politics on urban-based child and family services.
9
 Community political interference is closely linked to the size of 

the community, where health or social workers and police are likely to know or be related to the victim or the 

perpetrator. The close proximity of these various parties involved in family matters is likely to engender bias.
10

 

Perpetrator „complicity and political self-serving interference‟ 
11

 can result in abused children becoming homeless 

out of necessity to prevent further abuse. 

 

The devolution of Deed of Grant in Trust communities and the phasing in of Local Government Councils has 

generated fears that decision making power will be placed in the hands of males generally. Indigenous women have 

generally not embraced the feminist lobby because it lacks colour when it presumes that Indigenous men have the 

same power and status as non Indigenous men. Serious tensions exist between men and women in many First 

Nations communities  
12

 because traditionally women held a powerful place in culture, and the colonisers have 

imposed a male dominated system rife with chauvinistic negative attitudes and behaviour, including, abuse and 

control of power over women and children. 
13

 In Canada it was estimated that 80% Aboriginal women suffer 

physical, psychological, sexual and other forms of abuse.
14

 The same traditional factors and gender-based power 

imbalance is found in Australian communities, where  the incidence of abuse is sometimes kept from police out of: 

 fear of repercussions for the family in their community 

 not wanting to reinforce a racist negative stereotype 

 a reluctance to put the perpetrators into a mainstream prison because they are unlikely to be rehabilitated, 

and  

 if they return to the community, it may have to deal with a person in a worse condition psychologically 

and emotionally, if not physically unfit. 

 

When an Indigenous group obtains funding approval to run a program, accountability becomes complicated because 

Indigenous community organisations are answerable to the Federal and State and local Governments, their auspice, 

and the community, quite a high level remembering they are not elected. Sometimes attempting to meet onerous 

service standards causes the service to engage people who had little involvement in the community, the planning, 

submission writing, and applying for tender, to become involved in the management aspects of the service. More 

often than not they will have worked for or are connected in some way to another service, which can be a conflict of 

interest. 

 

Often it is incongruent values that drive out the people whose focus has been for the betterment of the client and 

community. When the Government emphasis is on funding accountability it is perceived as an incongruent value 
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when it is given primacy over the people based outcomes. The fragmentation of authority makes it difficult to 

maintain support, given the: 

 Complexity of service standards 

 Multiple arrangements with Local, State, and Federal funding bodies 

 Technology barriers – computer literate people more able to gain information 

 Conditions placed on funding  

 Disinterest in minority and special needs groups 

 Complex issues surrounding the different Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander clans and of course the South 

Sea Islander people 

 

When „regionalised‟ consultations are over represented by career agents, communities are alienated, frustrated, and 

angry with the centralised nature of Government processes to which they are subjected. Regional offices lacking 

local involvement have inconsistent acquittal approaches that can range from slipshod to a heavy-handed. In the 

absence of local inclusion regional departmental controls would mean less influence in and of the community over 

human services outcomes.  

 

The height and number of funding condition hurdles has created a greater risk of funding withdrawal, which in turn 

creates a client cliff edge and subsequently Indigenous groups out of cultural primacy may reject funding 

opportunities, return funding monies, and cease seeking Government support for Indigenous services. 

 

The „diminished accountability‟ often referred to by the funding bodies is not specific to Indigenous organisations, 

and where it occurs in Indigenous communities it can be the result of: 

 engaging auspicing bodies with high fees; 

 engaging auspicing bodies that have a conflict of interest in the Boards and management; eg tax relief for assets; 

 inability to get auspicing bodies to comply with organisational funding requirements  

 the large number of stakeholders organisations;  

 competition between mainstream services for Indigenous funding grants;  

 the preference of Government to fund mainstream constituents, often outside the community. 

 

The barriers to Indigenous people seeking the human services offered by mainstream agencies are: 

 Lack of transport 

 Racism 

 Language problems 

 Attitudinal barriers 

 Lack of culturally appropriate responses
15

 

 

Indigenous clans struggle for funding with rural and remote organisations and  regionalised agencies assert control 

to ensure that services meet accountability obligations to government, both as regards policy implementation and 

financial responsibility. While local groups feel that they know the needs of their communities best, and also seek 

greater control.
16

 

 

Service agreements establish that each language group or clan is a service provider accountable to the Area Office 

for services provided to community members. The Area Office is in turn accountable to the Regional Office , which 

in turn is accountable to the Minister of Communities, and also to the Area Offices and their language groups for 

implementing programs and meeting outcomes. Any review of accountability is ongoing and requires adequate 

assurance of the community‟s capacity to respond to the complexity of needs within families and to guarantee 

program delivery. 

 

Confidentiality is difficult to maintain in small communities 
17

 and in fact may inhibit the delivery of certain types of 

service models, for instance domestic violence programs involving Indigenous women where they operate under a 

conventional model may be a deterrent to participation in traditionally-oriented group work due to fears about 

confidentiality.
18

  

 

The current mainstream model has unresolved accountability problems given the maze of partial arrangements as in 

auspicing and different funding bodies it would be far simpler under full Indigenous control. Facilitating Indigenous 
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communities to design programs and policies in line with their own needs may prove a more effective way of 

ensuring accountability.
19

 

 

The establishment of regional peak agencies has resulted in disputes with community groups,
20

 although a 

regionalised model can offer accountability better than a series of localised agencies only because they employ a 

person whose role is to complete evaluations and seek funding, rather than implement the programs. 

Alternative Options 

 A system of accountability to an authority outside the community political leadership;
21

 

 Agency adoption of a political interference/conflict of interest protocol which involves sanctions for non-

compliance;
22

 

 The creation of suitable forum for disputes and grievances to ensure fair and just process;
23

 

 Dispute Resolution Service established funded by the State Government to be operated by an independent 

body. 

 The establishment of inter-community teams with members from each community in a given area, “could 

help protect people caught in a political battle within a tribe”;
24

 

 The creation of a State Indigenous auspicing body; 

 The drafting of a Bill and assent of State legislation for the creation of a state body that is empowered to 

consolidate federal and local Government funding, in order to simplify the accountability maze. 

 Formal confidentiality agreements to be signed by all workers in every service. 

 Creation of a State Tribunal to protect employees from unfair dismissal in not for profit State businesses 

who employ under 10 people, in order to counterbalance the anticipated the Federal Government‟s 

amendment‟s to industrial relations laws. 

 Exit reports from employees who cease to work for an organisation. 

 Succession Plans for all staff to mentor their role to new staff. 

 Mentor Plans for workers from similar client base mainstream organisations to exchange skills and a 

rotational worker roster for 1 day per fortnight, this will transfer cultural knowledge to mainstream services 

and administrative knowledge to Indigenous organisations. 

 Mandatory disclosure of conflict of interest and community political connections, for instance, where the 

people on the Community Justice Group works for the Government, in particular Corrective Services or 

Community Corrections because these roles are contradictory to the client, and they also hold positions on 

management boards of an Indigenous organisation, and they may be a close relative of a person who runs a 

different organisation. (this is a real scenario where clients have been to fearful to complete their parol 

conditions because one person wears a number of hats, if the client breaches parol they explain the reasons 

to the Murri Court and the Chair can breach them if they choose to wear their other hat rather than assists in 

the client‟s reintegration into the community. One person wearing many hats is confusing to both the 

Government and the client because no one is clear as to which role they are filling at anyone time. 
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