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Abstract 

 

The objective of this research is to contribute to the understanding of why significant annual 

public expenditure over the past five decades has failed to significantly and sustainably 

improve the socioeconomic status of Indigenous Australians. The reasons are numerous but 

the enduring nature of the failure points to the possibility that there are systemic public 

administration problems. Following this hypothesis, the relationship between the quality of 

public administration of the Indigenous affairs system and its capacity to realise the desired 

socioeconomic improvements is explored.  

The thesis comprises a case study of a five-year national project to reform the Indigenous 

affairs system, which was implemented under the direct authority of the Council of 

Australian Governments (COAG) between 2002-2007. The COAG Indigenous Whole-of-

Government Trials Project (the COAG Trials Project), as it was known, required 

Commonwealth, State and Territory Government agencies to experiment with the provision 

of government services in eight trial regions (one in each State and Territory). The 

Governments were required to prioritise, plan and deliver services in each trial site through 

an approach that involved; 1) whole-of-government coordination, and 2) a partnership with 

the Indigenous communities.  

The focus of the case study is to analyse the quality of the public administration of the 

COAG Trials Project. Different analytical methods are applied to appraise the policy 

development, implementation, and evaluation stages. The data from the appraisals of the 

three stages is then discussed in order to generate wider inferences about the systemic 

impediments that may be hindering the efficiency and effectiveness of the Australian 

Indigenous affairs system.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

This chapter introduces the case study for this thesis, the Council of Australian Government’s 

Indigenous Whole-of-Government Trials Project (the COAG Trials Project) (Department of 

Immigration Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs 2003, p. 5)1. The chapter describes the policy 

of the COAG Trials Project, and the key features of its implementation and evaluation.  

The chapter concludes with an overview of the thesis chapters to demonstrate how it proceeds 

to appraise the quality of the public administration of the COAG Trials Project and to draw 

wider inferences about systemic problems that may be impeding the efficiency and 

effectiveness of the overall Indigenous affairs system. Before doing so, the chapter commences 

with an introduction to the Australian ‘Indigenous affairs system’ to place the COAG Trials 

Project in a policy and political context.  

1.1 The Australian Indigenous Affairs System  

This section briefly describes the birth of the Indigenous affairs system, suggesting reasons for 

its emergence and the constitutional rationale for its institutional configuration. It then 

presents a potted history of findings of significant pubic inquiries and reviews of Indigenous 

affairs policy to demonstrate that there have been longstanding concerns about the efficiency 

and effectiveness of the Indigenous affairs system. It argues that two key themes have 

consistently emerged from the reviews; 1) the need to improve government coordination; and 

2) the need to enable the participation of Indigenous people in government decision-making. 

Perhaps emblematic of its reformist intent for the Indigenous affairs system, the case study for 

                                                             

1
 Over its five-year duration, the COAG Trials Project had numerous titles. This was the title as first 

reported in the Commonwealth Department of Immigration Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs 
Annual Report 2002-2003, p. 5. This issue is discussed further in chapter five.  
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this research, the COAG Trials Project, adopted these two key themes as its two overriding aims 

to improve the socioeconomic status of Indigenous Australians.  

The ‘Australian Indigenous affairs system’ is framed for the purposes of this research as a single 

system that is constitutionally responsible for the public expenditure on Indigenous Australians 

by Commonwealth, State, Territory and Local Governments. The Productivity Commission 

adopts a similar framing to calculate the national public expenditure for its annual Indigenous 

Expenditure Report.2 The annual national expenditure was estimated to be $21.9 billion in 

2008-09; $25.4 billion in 2010-11; and the latest report estimated $30.3 billion for 2012-13, 

which equates to $43,449 per person for each of the 698,3093 Indigenous Australians (Steering 

Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision 2014, p. 1). Some of this 

expenditure flows to many Indigenous organisations by contract funding and they are therefore 

included within the scope of this definition for the Indigenous affairs system.  

This thesis posits that the Indigenous affairs system was born out of the Australian Referendum 

held on 27 May 1967. Then Prime Minister Harold Holt reportedly said after the referendum, 

“the Government had been granted the power to play a useful part in ensuring justice and 

social acceptance for the people of the Aboriginal race” (Gardiner-Garden 1997, p. 11). The 

primary legal effect of the 1967 referendum was that the State Governments’ previously 

exclusive constitutional power and responsibility for the Indigenous population was tempered 

into a shared responsibility arrangement with the Commonwealth Government (Gardiner-

Garden 1997, p. 11).  

                                                             

2
 The report was first commissioned by COAG in December 2007. Three editions have been 

produced. The first edition was released on 28 February 2011, the second was released on 4 
September 2012 and the third was released on 12 December 2014.  
3
 This is the estimated total population of Indigenous Australians as at 30 June 2013 based on 

moderate growth projections (Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision 
2014, p. 44).  
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In public administration terms, the referendum effectively configured the ‘DNA’ of the 

Australian Indigenous affairs system by assigning blurred lines of responsibility for Indigenous 

Australians between the Commonwealth and State/Territory governmental jurisdictions. 

Thereinafter, all future Indigenous affairs policy was laden with the need for cross-jurisdictional 

government coordination. Conspicuous by its absence, the referendum did not enshrine a 

corresponding constitutional right of participation for Indigenous Australians in the 

configuration of the new Indigenous affairs system. This soon became evident in its first 

institutional manifestation.  

Shortly after the referendum, Prime Minister Holt appointed the Commonwealth’s first Council 

for Aboriginal Affairs. None of the Council’s three members were Indigenous. H. C. ‘Nugget’ 

Coombs, formerly Governor of the Reserve Bank, was appointed Chair and the other two 

members were Professor W. E. H. Stanner, a respected anthropologist with experience in public 

administration, and Barrie Dexter, a senior public servant and formerly the Australian 

Ambassador to Thailand.  

Prime Minister Holt also set up the first Office of Aboriginal Affairs within the Department of 

Prime Minister and Cabinet, and appointed the Honourable W. C. Wentworth as the first 

Commonwealth Minister-in-Charge of Aboriginal Affairs. Five and a half years after the 

referendum, the first Commonwealth Department of Aboriginal Affairs was created on 19 

December 1972. The fledgling Indigenous affairs system was small but potentially influential. 

According to one commentary:  

The standing of these men suggests that Holt intended the body, which would 

advise the government on Aboriginal matters, to have some clout (National 

Museum of Australia 2014).  

While the 1967 referendum gave birth to the Indigenous affairs system, it did not mandate its 

mission. There is no mission statement that directs the multi-billion dollar Indigenous affairs 

system. The Constitution of Australia is silent on this paramount concern. Nor is there direction 
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at the next level of authority down. There is no consequential Commonwealth legislation that 

binds and directs the entirety of the nation-wide and fluctuating conglomeration of responsible 

bureaucracies. Therefore, the role, the composition and the priorities of the Indigenous affairs 

system are unstable, often shifting in accordance with political and/or administrative 

expediencies and on occasion, in accordance with the needs of the Indigenous communities. 

The Commonwealth Grants Commission remarked upon the fluidity of the priorities of the 

Indigenous affairs system in 2001, as part of its comprehensive inquiry into government funding 

of Indigenous programs and services. It stated:  

…with the exception of some programs in the housing and infrastructure area, 

many Commonwealth and State government programs do not allocate funds on 

a needs basis. Allocation mechanisms include direct response to demand, 

history, submissions and formulae that may reflect population, needs, costs of 

service delivery or capacity to benefit (Commonwealth Grants Commission 2000 

as quoted in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner 

2000, p. 88).  

In the light of this introductory description, the Indigenous affairs system is defined as the 

loosely-affiliated nation-wide and fluctuating conglomeration of people, institutions, budgets, 

policies, strategies and processes responsible for the policy development, implementation and 

review of publicly-funded services for Indigenous Australians. It embraces Indigenous-specific 

as well as mainstream services including health, housing, employment, education, justice, land, 

culture and economic development. It embraces government and non-government institutional 

and social arrangements (see Figure 1 below for a conceptual representation of the Indigenous 

affairs system).  

Long-standing concerns about Indigenous affairs  

Almost since its inception in 1967, there have been concerns about the ineffectiveness of the 

Indigenous affairs system. Some of the earliest concerns prompted a landmark political protest:  



19 
 

Aboriginal frustration at the general lack of federal government action in the five 

years following the referendum and the McMahon Government's attitude to 

land rights culminated in the raising, on 26 January 1972, of a 'Tent Embassy' on 

the lawns in front of Parliament House in Canberra (Gardiner-Garden 1999, p. 7).  

Subsequently, there have been hundreds of reviews and inquiries into the outcomes from 

within the Indigenous affairs system. The reviews and inquiries have been predominantly 

focused on specific programs and service delivery, most often confined to a single portfolio. 

Invariably, the findings referred to the quality of the public administration.  

Figure 1: Conceptualising the Indigenous affairs system as the overlap of two governance systems  

 

In 1976, the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal Affairs conducted an 

inquiry into “Aboriginal Health and Related Matters in the South-West of Western Australia”. It 

found poor goal-setting by the administrations had resulted in poor outcomes:  

The Committee was impelled to conclude from the evidence put before it that 

the ultimate aims and goals of policies and programs are not always clear with 

the result that some interventions in the personal and communal lives of 

Aboriginals have not been successful (House of Representatives Standing 

Committee on Aboriginal Affairs 1976, p. ix).  
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In 1981, the former Chairman of the Council for Aboriginal Affairs, Dr. Nugget Coombs, went a 

step further and said the impact of “many government programs” was actually making things 

worse for the communities. In Trial Balance (Coombs 1981) he wrote:  

…following on my … experience as Chairman of the Council for Aboriginal Affairs, 

I had become convinced that many government programs designed to help 

Aborigines and conceived with the best motivation, were not merely failing to 

achieve their purposes but were positively damaging to the lives of the 

communities they were intended to help (Coombs 1981 as quoted in O’Shane 

1984, p. 215).  

In 1991, the findings of the $40 million Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody 

(RCIADIC) pointed to public administration problems in the Indigenous affairs system, many of 

which related to the quality of government coordination. It stated:  

What has become apparent throughout the Commission process, and 

complementary to the findings as documented in the Aboriginal Issues Unit's 

(1990) final submission to me in relation to Government, are a number of salient 

points. These include: the problem of Commonwealth/State relations; 

duplication of services; adequacy of service delivery; and appropriateness of the 

service and relevant programme (Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in 

Custody, 1990, p.284 per Commissioner Dodson).  

Also in 1991, the national intergovernmental body, the Australian Aboriginal Affairs Council, 

published a report focused on improving the quality of public administration titled; Achieving 

greater co-ordination of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander programs and services: report of a 

Commonwealth/state/territory/local government working party (Australian Aboriginal Affairs 

Council 1991) (the AAAC report). Back then, the AAAC report highlighted that there had been 

longstanding concerns about ineffective outcomes from the Indigenous affairs system. It stated:  

A continuing focus on the need for more effective outcomes has maintained a 

particular prominence in joint governmental statements on Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Affairs over many years … These issues are by no means 

new. They have been canvassed by a large number of inquiries and reports into 
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs (Australian Aboriginal Affairs Council 

1991, p. 19).  

It too pointed to problems with the quality of public administration. It found the previous 

attempts to improve outcomes had not met the needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

peoples because they “lacked precision”, including insufficient attention to defining the roles 

and responsibilities of individual agencies and establishing clear linkages to the processes within 

each sphere of Government (Australian Aboriginal Affairs Council 1991, p. 19). It concluded:  

What is required is a more structured approach.  

…  

The Working Party … does not underestimate the problems associated with 

planning and co-ordination in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs and the 

complex interrelationship between needs, priorities, resources and 

implementation. There are however, important linkages which need to be 

established between community, Regional, State and National levels in order to 

define a structured planning process and thus improve the effectiveness and 

efficiency of programs (Australian Aboriginal Affairs Council 1991, p. 19).  

In response to the AAAC report, the inaugural meeting of the newly-established Council of 

Australian Governments (COAG), held in December 1992, endorsed the first intergovernmental 

national umbrella strategy for Indigenous affairs. The national strategy was called the National 

Commitment to Improved Outcomes in the Delivery of Programs and Services for Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islanders (the National Commitment). The “overriding consideration” in developing 

the national strategy was: 

…the way programs and services planned and delivered by the three spheres of 

Government can make more effective use of available resources to redress the 

disadvantage situation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people (Australian 

Aboriginal Affairs Council 1991, p. 4).  

A decade after COAG endorsed this national strategy, serious concerns about the quality of 

public administration, including poor government coordination remained. This is evident in the 
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Commonwealth Grants Commission’s draft report (2000) and the final report of its 

comprehensive Inquiry into Indigenous Funding (2001). The Commonwealth Grants Commission 

(2001) found “entrenched levels of disadvantage compared to other Australians” across all 

functional areas and in all regions (p. 59). It also found the Commonwealth-State power-sharing 

arrangement for Indigenous affairs, the primary consequence of the 1967 Referendum, 

contributed substantially to the public administration problems:  

Australia’s federal system of government blurs service delivery responsibility 

between governments and has complex funding arrangements. It results in 

citizens generally having a limited understanding of the responsibilities of the 

different spheres of government. It also results in some responsibility and cost 

shifting between governments (Commonwealth Grants Commission 2001, p. 57).  

Shortly after, the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) announced the establishment of 

the national COAG Trials Project (COAG 2002b). The aim of the COAG Trials Project was the 

“trial of a whole-of-governments cooperative approach … to deliver more effective responses 

to the needs of indigenous Australians” (COAG 2002b). It would focus on improving “the way 

governments interact with each other and with communities” (COAG 2002b). Eight trial sites 

were established, one in each State and Territory. It was the most significant attempt by any 

Australian Government to improve the outcomes from the national Indigenous affairs system 

based on an applied investigation.  

With the benefit of hindsight, it is evident that the same longstanding concerns about the 

quality of public administration survived the powerful attention of the COAG Trials Project. For 

example, in 2007, shortly after the conclusion of the COAG Project, Michael Dillon and Neil 

Westbury, two former senior officials in Indigenous affairs wrote:  

Over the past three decades there has been a fundamental failure in the 

governance of governments in relation to Australian Indigenous affairs … it is not 

Indigenous people who are the primary cause of their own problems, but rather, 

a longstanding lack of coherent policy engagement by governments at all levels, 
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underpinned by the absence of determination and political will to make a 

difference (Dillon and Westbury 2007 as quoted in Marks 2008, p. 8).  

In a similar vein, they posed a basic question: 

The real issues relate to implementation and the effectiveness of government 

initiatives and programs, and the ‘elephant in the room’: namely, do 

governments themselves have the capacity to sustain the commitment required 

to see through such an ambitious agenda [i.e. effectively addressing Indigenous 

disadvantage] in what is arguably the most complex and least successful area of 

public policy in Australia? (Dillon and Westbury 2007 as quoted in Marks 2008, p. 

8)  

Further, in 2010, the Commonwealth Department of Finance and Deregulation (DoFD) prepared 

a comprehensive 470-page report to government titled, Strategic Review into Indigenous 

Expenditure.4 The DoFD found the Commonwealth Government had made a “major 

investment” in Indigenous affairs over many years but it “has yielded dismally poor returns to 

date” (Department of Finance and Deregulation 2010, p. 11).  

The Review recommended a “renewed commitment should be made within the 

Commonwealth to a coordinated, whole-of-government approach to the delivery of programs 

and services to Indigenous people” (Department of Finance and Deregulation 2010, p. 27). 

Finding thirteen of the report states:  

Notwithstanding efforts in recent years, whole-of-government coordination 

remains a major challenge. Program management and service delivery remains 

fragmented rather than coordinated, with weak linkages even within agencies, 

let alone across them. The multitude of separate disconnected programs runs 

contrary to the need for flexibility of service delivery, most obviously in remote 

locations, and creates a surfeit of unnecessary red tape. Communication 

between agencies is too often poor, even where their responsibilities and 

                                                             

4
 The Commonwealth Government publicly released the Strategic Review following an application 

under the Freedom of Information legislation by a national media agency (Altman and Russell 2012, 
p. 8). 
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interests are closely related. Significant efficiencies could be gained by pooling 

expertise and coordinating efforts in areas where individual agencies are 

currently ‘doing their own thing’ (as in the planning and provision of staff 

housing in remote parts of the country, governance and leadership programs, 

and contracting) (Department of Finance and Deregulation 2010, p. 13) 

(emphasis in original).  

The Auditor-General echoed the same longstanding concerns in 2012, after finding the 

numerous interagency committees in operation throughout the Indigenous affairs system were 

simply “sharing information” rather than fulfilling its statutory responsibility to coordinate 

programs and services. It stated:  

…overall, FaHCSIA [Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and 

Indigenous Affairs] has been quite measured in its approach and focused its 

formal role on sharing information and experience between agencies, and has 

not been strongly proactive in exercising its lead agency role. This is particularly 

the case when viewed against the expectations established in 2004 with the 

creation of the Office of Indigenous Policy Coordination discussed in paragraph 

14. A more active approach by the department is required to tangibly address 

some of the critical strategic issues in Indigenous affairs, such as: making 

agencies’ mainstream programs more accessible and effective for Indigenous 

people; strategic oversight of new and existing expenditure; prioritising and 

sequencing programs across sectors; and better integrating program delivery on 

the ground (Auditor General 2012, pp. 19-20).  

This potted account of findings from significant reviews and inquiries in the Indigenous affairs 

context serves to highlight the quality of the public administration has been a recurring theme 

for more effective outcomes since the early 1970’s. Attempts to redress the long-standing 

concerns focused on improving government coordination and enabling greater involvement of 

Indigenous communities in the design and delivery of government-funded services. Clearly, the 

powerful COAG Trials Project did not achieve its aims, nor have the numerous attempts over 

the previous five decades (Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet 2017).  
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It is hoped that a case study analysis of the COAG Trials Project may shed some deeper 

understanding about why government coordination is so difficult and why it has perpetuated as 

a longstanding recurring theme of concern about the effectiveness of the Indigenous affairs 

system. While there have been numerous reviews and inquiries about the ineffectiveness of the 

Indigenous affairs system, this thesis argues that, with a few exceptions, they were narrowly 

focused on programs or service delivery within a single portfolio, such as health or education. 

There has been a paucity of research employing a systems-style methodology that is directed 

towards analysing the overall quality of public administration of the Indigenous affairs system.  

An analytical tool  

The term ‘the Indigenous affairs system’ is employed to frame a conceptual system of public 

administration machinery to facilitate research and analysis. The term ‘Indigenous affairs 

system’ has not been coined by previous research5 and the framing of the concept as a system 

for academic analysis is limited, though the following brief survey suggests that interest in 

system-level analysis is increasing.  

One of the earliest examples of research to analyse Indigenous-related public administration as 

a system were the investigations by the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody 

(RCIADIC) into the underlying issues that led to the deaths in custody (RCIADIC 1991). The Royal 

Commission made numerous recommendations in relation to the configuration and operation 

of the public administration of the Indigenous affairs system (see for example 

Recommendations 189-204, RCIADIC 1991).  

                                                             

5
 A search for the phrase ‘Indigenous affairs system’ with the Google Ngram Viewer on Monday 11 

January 2016 produced nil hits. The Google Ngram Viewer is an online search engine that charts 
frequencies of any set of comma-delimited search strings using a yearly count of n-grams found in 
sources printed between 1500 and 2008 in Google's text corpora in American English, British English, 
French, German, Spanish, Russian, Hebrew, or Chinese 
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Google_Ngram_Viewer accessed 11 January 2016).  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/N-gram
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Text_corpora
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Google_Ngram_Viewer
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Ten years later in 2001, the Commonwealth Grants Commission published its 870-page, three-

volume Report on Indigenous Funding (CGC 2001). It was a comprehensive and detailed review 

but was limited by its terms of reference, which was to focus on ways of reallocating existing 

expenditure levels rather than ways to reduce the inequitable disadvantage of Indigenous 

Australians (Fahey 1999 as reproduced in CGC 2000a, pp. 5-6).6 A further eleven years later, in 

2012, the Department of Finance and Deregulation published its comprehensive 470-page 

Strategic Review of Indigenous Expenditure (DoFD 2010). The objective of this review was also 

limited in very similar terms to the Commonwealth Grants Commission’s Indigenous Funding 

Inquiry (CGC 2001, p. 10).  

While significant for their authority and comprehensiveness, it is evident these three 

Commonwealth Government-commissioned reviews have had little impact in sustainably 

improving the overall outcomes of the Indigenous affairs system. The Productivity 

Commission’s annual Indigenous Expenditure Report takes a financial snapshot of total national 

expenditure, but does not conduct any analysis of the system. It simply presents estimates of 

expenditure by all governments on services to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians. 

It states:  

Although the report itself does not attempt to assess the adequacy, 

effectiveness or efficiency of government expenditure, when combined with 

other data, the estimates can provide a better understanding of such 

government expenditure. The Report also helps governments identify areas 

where improved data or more detailed investigations are required to address 

key questions about services to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians 

(Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision (SCRGSP) 

2014, p. iii).  

                                                             

6
 See Crough (2002), pp. 8-9 for a discussion on the limitations of the Inquiry and a precedent for 

terms of reference that required CGC to advise on the means to achieve equity.  
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There have also been a few examples of non-government research that frame the concept of 

Indigenous affairs as a system of public administration machinery including:  

 Michael Dillon and Neil Westbury’s The Institutional Determinants of Government 

Failure in Indigenous Affairs, which was published in 2006. They use the term “national 

institutional framework” and state that “broader institutional factors … need to be 

brought into the policy equation” (p. 2);  

 Peter Botsman’s Polity, Capability, Culture: Thinking Through the Next Phase of 

Australian Indigenous Affairs published in 2007;  

 Patrick Sullivan’s Belonging Together - Dealing with the politics of disenchantment in 

Australian Indigenous policy published in 2011; and  

 Jon Altman and Susie Russell’s 2012 attempt to analyse systematically the numerous 

evaluations of the controversial Northern Territory Intervention is also a type of 

systematic review of the public administration of the Indigenous affairs system (Altman 

and Russell 2012).  

The overall lack of academic attention to analysing Indigenous affairs as a conceptually distinct 

system of public administration may be surprising in light of the longstanding concerns about its 

overall ineffectiveness in harnessing significant public investment to reduce Indigenous 

disadvantage. Over the past 50 years, since the 1967 Referendum, there has been much 

research undertaken about specific components within the Indigenous affairs system but it is 

suggested that there has been a lack of research that seeks to analyse the systemic problems of 

the Indigenous affairs system. This type of approach is attempted through a case study of a 

‘portrait’ or ‘intrinsic’ sample of that affairs system (Yin 2013, p. 220), the COAG Trials Project. 

The next section provides an overview of the Trials Project with a description of the policy, and 

the key features of its implementation and evaluation.  
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1.2 The COAG Trials Project  

The Council of Australian Governments initiated the COAG Trials Project by Communiqué 

following a meeting held in Canberra on 5 April 2002. It was unusual for COAG to initiate such 

specific action in Indigenous affairs. By inference, it intended to drive significant national reform 

of Australian public administration for Indigenous affairs.  

The Policy  

The COAG Trials Project is treated as a policy of government, set in the context at the time of a 

national policy crossroad following the conclusion of the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation 

on 31 December 2000. The COAG trials policy was announced under the heading 

“Reconciliation” in the COAG Communiqué on 5 April 2002 (COAG 2002b). It was a centrepiece 

of the then Commonwealth Government’s Indigenous affairs policy, which was often referred 

to by the catchphrase ‘practical reconciliation’ (Hunter & Schwab 2003; Pratt 2003).  

The overall mission of the policy was to increase systematically the effectiveness of public 

expenditure to reduce Indigenous socio-economic disadvantage. It was seeking better 

outcomes from existing expenditure. The entirety of COAG’s directions in the Communiqué for 

the trials is reproduced here:  

To underpin the commitment to reconciliation and to drive future work, the 

Council agreed to a trial of a whole-of-governments cooperative approach in up 

to 10 communities or regions. The aim of these trials will be to improve the way 

governments interact with each other and with communities to deliver more 

effective responses to the needs of indigenous Australians. The lessons learnt 

from these cooperative approaches will be able to be applied more broadly. This 

approach will be flexible in order to reflect the needs of specific communities, 

build on existing work and improve the compatibility of different State, Territory 

and Commonwealth approaches to achieve better outcomes. The selection of 

communities and regions will be discussed between the Commonwealth, States 

and Territories, the communities and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Commission and be announced by mid-2002 (COAG 2002b) (my emphasis).  
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To draw out the key policy settings of these directions, attention is focused on the stated aim 

for the trials (emphasised in the above extract). This aim has three elements. The first element 

is ‘to improve the way governments interact with each other’ through, as stated in the sentence 

preceding the aim, a ‘whole-of-governments cooperative approach’. The second element is ‘to 

improve the way governments interact with communities’. The third element, ‘to deliver more 

effective responses to the needs of Indigenous Australians’ is the purpose of the aim.  

COAG’s directions were subsequently formulated by the bureaucracy into two aims for the 

COAG Trials Project, as evidenced in the Trials Project’s “Performance Monitoring and 

Evaluation Framework”, dated February 2003 (ICCT 2003a):  

Governments agreed that both outcomes and management processes in 

Indigenous policy and service delivery need to be improved and the way to do 

that is twofold: 

 governments must work together better at all levels and across all 

departments and agencies; and  

 Indigenous communities and governments must work in partnership 

and share responsibility for achieving outcomes and for building the 

capacity of people in communities to manage their own affairs (ICCT 

2003a, p. 1).  

The first dot point stipulates an improvement in government coordination of the vertical 

dimensions of Commonwealth, State, Territory and Local governments (i.e. “at all levels”) and 

the horizontal dimensions (i.e. “across all departments and agencies”). Hereinafter this is 

referred to as the COAG Trials Project’s first aim of ‘whole-of-government coordination’ 

(WOGC). The second dot point stipulates a partnership-style relationship between governments 

and Indigenous communities for each trial site, in which responsibility is shared. Hereinafter 

this is referred to as the COAG Project’s second aim for a ‘government-community partnership’ 

(GCP).  
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The Commonwealth Secretary of the Department of Immigration Multicultural and Indigenous 

Affairs, Bill Farmer, who initially had overall responsibility for the Project, described it in this 

manner:  

The state and federal governments, plus local government and the communities, 

are really trying, obviously on a trial basis to see whether we can make the whole 

greater than the sum of the parts by looking at a strongly focused and 

coordinated effort in particular communities or areas (Senate Legal and 

Constitutional Legislation Committee 2002, Hansard – Supplementary Budget 

Estimates, 20 November 2002, p.  34).  

The COAG trials policy fitted nicely with then Commonwealth Government’s policy of “practical 

reconciliation” because it focused on improving the practical capacity of governments to 

redress Indigenous socioeconomic disadvantage (Howard 1999; COAG 2000; Howard 2000; 

DPMC 2002, p. 5). It also demonstrated a strategic response to one of the Council for Aboriginal 

Reconciliation’s (CAR) final recommendations for improved service-delivery. The policy also 

provided political leverage for the Commonwealth Government to put aside the CAR’s other 

final recommendations that it did not support such as a treaty, Indigenous self-determination 

and reparations for the Stolen Generation (Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation 2000). The 

Howard Government dismissed these as gestures of ‘symbolic reconciliation’ (Pratt 2003).  

The COAG Communiqué was accompanied by a short briefing paper, which included a report on 

the progress of the first two years of implementation of COAG’s national ‘reconciliation 

framework’. There were no policy or budget papers. Evidently, COAG initiated the Trials Project, 

but it provided very little detail about how the trials were to proceed.  

The Implementation  

The purpose of the COAG Trials Project was “to deliver more effective responses to the needs 

of indigenous Australians” (COAG 2002b). The COAG trials policy was developed into a five-year 

national project comprised of eight trial site regions, one in each State and Territory. For each 
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trial site, the Commonwealth, State and Territory Governments were required to reorganise the 

administration of Indigenous-related public expenditure. Succinctly, the aims were:  

1. To pursue whole-of-government coordination in each trial region; and  

2. To pursue a government-community partnership in each trial region.  

The Trials Project was established with a very senior project leadership framework to oversee 

its implementation. COAG itself had previously “agreed to take a leading role in driving the 

necessary changes” for practical reconciliation (COAG 2000). An Indigenous-specific 

Commonwealth Ministers Group and corresponding Commonwealth Secretaries Group was 

assigned direct-oversight responsibilities for the Project (ICCT 2003a, p. 2). The power of 

authority for the Trials Project increased further in April 2004, when Peter Shergold, Secretary 

of the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, assumed the role as Chair of the 

Secretaries Group on Indigenous Affairs.  

For each trial site, a Commonwealth Department Secretary was appointed to be personally 

responsible, as the ‘trial champion’ or ‘trial sponsor’, for the “day to day accountability for 

progress” and their Department was assigned to be the “lead agency” for the trial site (ICCT 

2003a, p. 2).7 The State or Territory Government in which the trial site was located also 

assigned its own ‘lead agency’ for the trial, which in most cases was the relevant Department of 

Premier and Cabinet or the Chief Minister’s Department (see Table 1). The seniority of the 

Project leadership perhaps demonstrates the Commonwealth Government’s strong 

commitment to ‘practical’ reconciliation, which it reaffirmed in its Commonwealth Government 

Response to the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation Final Report–Reconciliation: Australia’s 

Challenge, dated September 2002. The Commonwealth held a steely determination:  

                                                             

7
 This role was included as part of the assessment for the Secretaries’ annual performance pay which 

could be 0, 10 or 15 per cent (Gray and Sanders 2006, p. 17).  
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The Commonwealth is determined that these trials will succeed and has 

established a core group of Departmental Secretaries which will guide a 

dedicated taskforce charged with the responsibility of turning the whole-or-

government approach into reality (Ruddock 2002, p. 5).  

Table 1: Approximate location of the eight trial sites with the corresponding Commonwealth lead agency 
Secretary and Minister, and State or Territory Government lead agency  

 

TRIAL SITE LEAD AGENCY COMMONWEALTH 
MINISTER AND SECRETARY  

LEAD AGENCY 
STATE/TERRITORY  

Cape York 
region, Qld  

Tony Abbott, Minister for Workplace 
Relations  
 
Dr Peter Boxall, Secretary DEWR 

Department of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Policy  

Wadeye 
region, NT  

Kay Patterson, Minister for Families and 
Community Services (7 Oct 2003 – 27 Jan 
2006) 
 
Mark Sullivan, Secretary FaCS 

Department of the Chief 
Minister  

Anangu 
Pitjantjatjara 
Lands, SA  

Kay Patterson, Minister for Health and 
Ageing (26 Nov 2001 – 7 Oct 2003) 
 
Jane Halton, Secretary DoHA  

Department of Aboriginal 
Affairs and Reconciliation 
 
Department of Premier and 
Cabinet (since early 2004)  

East 
Kimberley 
region, WA 

John Anderson, Minister for Transport and 
Regional Services  
 
Ken Matthews, Secretary DOTARS  

Department of Indigenous 
Affairs  

Greater 
Shepparton 
region, Vic  

Tony Abbott, Minister for Workplace 
Relations  
 
Dr Peter Boxall, Secretary DEWR  

Department of Premier and 
Cabinet  
 
Department for Victorian 
Communities (after Sep 2003)  

Murdi Paaki 
ATSIC 
Region, NSW  

Brendan Nelson, Minister for Education, 
Science and Training  
 
Jeff Harmer, Secretary DEST 

Department of Education and 
Training  

Tasmania  Phillip Ruddock, Minister for Immigration, 
Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs  
 
Bill Farmer, Secretary DIMIA  

Department of Premier and 
Cabinet  

Australian 
Capital 
Territory  

Dr David Kemp, Minister for the 
Environment and Heritage  
 
Roger Beale, Secretary DEH  

Chief Minister’s Department  

 

Source: ICCT (2003c), p. 7 and the corresponding evaluation report for each trial site.  
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The Honourable Amanda Vanstone, Commonwealth Minister for Indigenous Affairs summarised 

COAG’s instructions:  

Put simply, COAG instructed the bureaucrats to get their act together and 

coordinate their efforts. In return, the Indigenous people were given more of a 

say and more responsibility for what happens in their communities (Vanstone 

2003).  

To drive the Project, the Commonwealth Government established a new secretariat called the 

Indigenous Communities and Coordination Taskforce (ICCT), which was based in the 

Department of Immigration Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs (DIMIA). The Executive 

Director of the secretariat, Dianne Hawgood, reported directly to DIMIA Secretary Bill Farmer, 

who was the inaugural Chair of the Secretaries Group on Indigenous Affairs (DIMIA 2004, p. 

173). The secretariat was central to the establishment and early development of the eight trial 

sites (DIMIA 2003, p. 116). Dr Bill Jonas, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice 

Commissioner (ATSI SJC) remarked upon the effectiveness of the secretariat in the early stages 

of the Project:  

As the trials have progressed, the ICCT has become an integral, indeed the 

central, coordinating agency for the trials. While the day to day operation of 

governmental activities in each of the trial sites is the responsibility of the 

respective lead federal government agencies, the ICCT has taken on a vital role in 

oversighting developments in each trial (ATSI SJC 2004, p. 42). 

Notably, despite a decade of specialised corporate experience, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Commission (ATSIC) was not appointed Commonwealth lead-agency for a trial site. 

Nevertheless, the Commonwealth Government appreciated ATSIC’s capacity to contribute. The 

Chief Executive Officer of ATSIC, Wayne Gibbons, was appointed a member of the 

Commonwealth Secretaries Group on Indigenous Affairs, which we recall had direct 

responsibility for the Trials Project. ATSIC was designated with “partner agency status” and 

played “a vital role in guiding and supporting activity in all of the trial sites” (Richardson 2003 as 
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quoted by ATSI SJC 2004, p. 230). In regards to ATSIC’s involvement in the Trials Project, 

Hawgood stated:  

The ATSIC Regional Councils should be a really important part of these trials. In 

some areas they are at the centre; in others, they are more of a support 

mechanism; but everywhere they are keen to be involved and to get more 

involved (Hawgood 2003 as quoted by ATSI SJC 2004, p. 230) 

The secretariat developed a comprehensive and detailed ‘Performance Monitoring and 

Evaluation’ strategy for the Project within ten months of the COAG announcement (ICCT 

2003a). However, despite an ambitious mission, a powerful project team and a steely 

determination, there was no allocated budget for the COAG Trials Project, as Dianne Hawgood, 

Executive Director of the Project secretariat advised on two separate occasions:8  

Ms Hawgood—The trials were not about new money. The COAG decision was 

actually more about effective use of existing government expenditure (Senate 

Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee 2003b, p. 8).  

… 

Ms Hawgood—Perhaps to clarify, when the COAG trials started there was no 

funding as such for the COAG trials as a whole. That was basically because the 

COAG trials were not about new money but about more effective use of existing 

government expenditure (Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee 

2005b, p. 171).  

However, it soon became apparent that a budget was necessary and an early success for the 

Project was the establishment of a new multi-agency financial arrangement.9 The arrangement 

resulted in the establishment of the “Flexible Funding Pool”, amounting to $3 million per year 

for the second and third years of the Project (2003-04 and 2004-05 respectively). Relatively, it 

                                                             

8
 See also Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee (2003a), Answer to Question on 

Notice No 20, p. 11.  
9
 The arrangement involved six Commonwealth agencies for 2003-04 and 2004-05 - ATSIS $1 million; 

FaCS $500,000; DEWR $500,000; DoTaRS $100,000; DEST $400,000; and Health $500,000 
respectively for each year.  
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was not a lot of money and it was not intended to be used for funding specific programs and 

services:  

Ms Hawgood- The flexible funding pool was primarily intended to do two things: 

to model whole-of-government joined-up initiatives and to provide enabling 

support for community people involved in the trials (Senate Legal and 

Constitutional Legislation Committee 2004d, Hansard - Additional Estimates 17 

February 2004, p. 145).  

Over the first two years, the trial sites were progressively established and publicly announced. 

The process to establish each trial site involved two steps. The first step involved the 

Commonwealth Government, the relevant State or Territory Government and Indigenous 

representatives of the proposed trial region informally agreeing in-principle to establish a trial. 

While only informal agreements, each was still publicly announced in-turn in a high-profile joint 

media conference involving at least one senior Commonwealth Minister, one State or Territory 

Government Minister and usually several Indigenous leaders from the proposed trial region. 

This had the effect of garnering wider support for the proposed trial, as well as demonstrating 

progress of the COAG trials policy.  

The second step was to formalise the arrangements into a framework agreement that outlined 

how the trial would be conducted. It was a critical step. The COAG Trials Project secretariat 

developed a specifically-designed template for the framework agreements and attached it to 

the Project’s overall ‘Performance Monitoring and Evaluation’ strategy (ICCT 2003c). The 

template referred to the framework agreements as regional “Shared Responsibility 

Agreements” (SRAs). In line with the two aims of the Trials Project, the object of the framework 

agreement was to formalise firstly, a whole-of-government approach between the various 

participating Government agencies and, secondly, a partnership relationship between the 

Governments and the Indigenous representatives of the trial region.  
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The template was comprehensive and required a lot of detail. It required descriptions of the 

trial governance arrangements and decision-making processes; the priority issues to be 

addressed; agreed timeframes; a performance monitoring process; a dispute resolution 

process; and an evaluation framework.10 The priorities for each trial site would be determined 

according to local circumstances and by negotiation between the parties (ICCT 2003a, p. 2). 

DIMIA described the intent of the framework agreements:  

The ICCT worked with Australian Government agencies, the relevant Indigenous 

communities and state and territory governments to negotiate Shared 

Responsibility Agreements which:  

• set out key strategic priorities identified in consultation with 

communities and related agreed outcomes and benchmarks 

• establish partnership arrangements and outline each party’s 

responsibilities 

• support local governance and decision making (DIMIA 2004, p. 174).  

It is evident that the intent was for all the trial sites to be formalised by a framework 

agreement. However, of the eight trial sites only four framework agreements were successfully 

negotiated. The trial sites with framework agreements were Victoria, New South Wales, the 

Northern Territory and the Australian Capital Territory.11 Nevertheless, the four trial sites 

without framework agreements also proceeded.  

The final eight trial sites represented a mix of circumstances of Indigenous Australians: from 

very remote regions, where traditional law and culture is binding and authoritative; to rural 

                                                             

10
 For example see, Department of Education Science and Training (2003), Shared Responsibility 

Agreement Between the Murdi Paaki Regional Council the Commonwealth of Australia through the 
Department of Education, Science and Training and the State of New South Wales through the 
Department of Education and Training, by Commonwealth of Australia, New South Wales 
Government & ATSIC Murdi Paaki Regional Council, Commonwealth of Australia. 
11

 Curiously, DIMIA reported in its Annual Report 2003-04 that a framework agreement had been 
successfully negotiated for the Queensland trial but neither the evaluation nor the Synopsis Review 
refers to it (DIMIA 2004, p. 174).  
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towns where Indigenous people are part of the fabric of the wider community; to the capital 

city of Canberra where Indigenous people are a very small minority of the total population but 

have potential access to a wide range of high quality services and economic opportunity. See 

Figure 2.  

Figure 2: Map of Australia illustrating the approximate location of each trial site in the COAG Project 

 

Source: Gray, B. & Sanders, W. G. (2006), Views from the Top of the 'Quiet Revolution': Secretarial 
Perspectives on the New Arrangements in Indigenous Affairs, Discussion Paper No 282/2006, Centre for 
Aboriginal Economic Policy and Research, Australian National University, Canberra.  

 



38 
 

The trial sites, in order of public announcement were: (date of announcement in brackets):  

1. The Cape York region in Queensland (Wednesday 25 September 2002);  

2. The Wadeye region in the north-west Northern Territory (Tuesday 19 November 2002);  

3. The Anangu-Pitjantjatjara Lands in far-north South Australia (Thursday 22 May 2003);  

4. The East Kimberley region Western Australia (Wednesday 2 July 2003);  

5. The north east region of Tasmania (Thursday 28 August 2003); and  

6. The Murdi Paaki region in far-west New South Wales (Monday 1 September 2003);  

7. The Greater Shepparton region in Victoria (Thursday 4 September 2003); and  

8. The entire Australian Capital Territory (Thursday 15 April 2004).  

The originating COAG Communiqué (dated 5 April 2002) instructed all trial sites to “be 

announced by mid-2002” but it seems COAG’s pre-planning had underestimated what would be 

required. Seven months later, on 20 November 2002, Commonwealth Government officials 

advised a Senate Supplementary Estimates Committee that two trial sites had been announced, 

one of them only the day before (Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee 2002a, 

20 November 2002, p. 33). They were Cape York in Queensland and Wadeye in the Northern 

Territory. DIMIA Secretary Bill Farmer explained the challenges to the Senate Committee:  

Selection of communities is not only a federal government issue but a COAG 

initiative. The choice of the community is still going on. We are in the quite early 

days of this process. The choice will be the result of consultation between the 

federal and state governments and then quite a bit of consultation with 

communities about just what the focus of the joint action would be in any 

particular jurisdiction. The choice of communities, as I say, is really a nationwide 

one (Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee 2002, 20 November 

2002, p. 34). 

A further year later on 4 November 2003, Dianne Hawgood, the Executive Director of the 

project secretariat advised a Senate Estimates Committee that all eight trial sites had been 

“established” and were “up and running” (Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation, 4 
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November 2003, p. 7). In fact, seven had been formally announced by media conference and 

the eighth, the ACT, was announced five months later on 15 April 2004. Despite the Project 

being well behind schedule, on 8 October 2003, Minister Vanstone released a media statement 

entitled Very Encouraging Signs from Indigenous Pilots, which proclaimed “amazing” progress:  

It's amazing what can be achieved with just a bit of determination, initiative and 

better coordination of resources (Vanstone 2003).  

Two months after Minister Vanstone’s media statement, Dr Bill Jonas, Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner published his Social Justice Report 2003, which was 

tabled in Commonwealth Parliament (ATSI SJC 2004). Dr Jonas expressed some optimism but 

was far more cautious than Minister Vanstone. He wrote:  

I have noticed an air of enthusiasm and optimism among government 

departments about the potential of the trials. Government departments are 

embracing the challenge to re-learn how to interact with and deliver services to 

Indigenous peoples. There are no illusions among government departments that 

the trials are as much about building the capacity of governments as they are 

about building the capacity of Indigenous communities.  

Through the active involvement of Ministers and secretaries of federal 

departments in the trials, a clear message is being sent through mainstream 

federal departments that these trials matter and that government is serious 

about improving outcomes for Indigenous peoples. Even at this preliminary 

stage, this is a significant achievement for the trials. ATSIC have stated that to 

date ‘there has been clear success through improved relationships across 

governments at trial sites’ (ATSI SJC 2004, p. 42).  

However, Dr Jonas also noted:  

There is a level of optimism created by the determined words of senior 

government members to pursue a changed approach, particularly through their 

efforts in the eight Council of Australian Governments whole-of-government 

community trial sites. Processes for moving towards such change are, however, 

still in the preliminary stage and action or results are yet to be achieved (ATSI SJC 

2004, p. 2) (my emphasis).  
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During 2004, the Commonwealth Government’s claims about early successes from the trial sites 

increased. For example, in an answer to a question on notice from a Senate Estimates hearing 

held on 17 February 2004, the Commonwealth Government reported that “*T+here are already 

encouraging signs of initial positive outcomes in a number of sites” and tabled a two-page list of 

activity at six trial sites (Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee 2004c, Answer 

to Question Notice No. 90 from Additional Estimates dated 17 February 2004, p. 18) (my 

emphasis).These “initial positive outcomes” were found to be largely preliminary activities or 

activities that were already underway prior to the COAG Project and therefore difficult to 

credibly attribute as products of the trials. Also in early 2004, the Project’s secretariat produced 

a document for consideration by the Secretaries Group for Indigenous Affairs titled ‘Lessons 

Learned’ but it was never publicly released (ATSI SJC 2004, p. 93).12 It is noteworthy at this point 

that no formal evaluation had been conducted upon which to rest the Commonwealth 

Government’s claims of multiple lessons learnt and early amazing achievements.  

During the early stages of implementation of the COAG Trials Project, two significant national 

policy events interrupted the progress of the trials. The first event was the Commonwealth 

Government’s decision to disenfranchise ATSIC. During the trial-establishment phase, ATSIC 

embraced the trials and had played a key role by assisting in the site selection processes and 

negotiations. It was also a signatory partner in three of the four trial sites in which a framework 

agreement was successfully negotiated. This illustrates that, when ATSIC was formally involved, 

                                                             

12
 See ATSI SJC (2004), p. 92 for a list of lessons learned prior to April 2004 as reported by Associate 

Secretary, Office of Indigenous Policy Coordination Wayne Gibbons in Correspondence to Social 
Justice Commissioner, 22 December 2004. There is no supporting evidence provided about how the 
lessons were extrapolated from specific experiences at the trial sites. Further, the lessons listed are 
general in nature and essentially reflect principles that were already well-recognised in the 
literature. See also Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee (2004a), Answers to 
Questions on Notice No 102, from Budget Estimates 27 May 2004, tabled November 2004; and 
Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee (2004b) Answers to Questions on Notice No 
98(o), from Supplementary Estimates November 2004 tabled February 2005.  
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the successful negotiation of a framework agreement for the trial was more likely. It suggests 

ATSIC’s involvement acted as a quality control or accountability mechanism.  

Nevertheless, the Howard-Coalition Government was strongly opposed to the presence of 

ATSIC on the Australian landscape and had been so since its establishment (see Howard 1989). 

Shortly after the COAG Trials Project commenced, the Commonwealth Government launched 

an ultimately successful campaign to abolish ATSIC. In September 2002, Phillip Ruddock, the 

Commonwealth Minister for Indigenous Affairs, was recorded by his office giving an off-the-

record telephone briefing to a journalist about apparent investigations into then Deputy ATSIC 

Commissioner Ray Robinson by the ATSIC Fraud Awareness Unit, the Queensland Police and the 

Australian Federal Police. Robinson later used the recording as evidence that the Minister was 

biased against him (Kirk 2003). In November 2002, the Commonwealth Government announced 

a review of ATSIC but the focus of the review was still to be determined, as Rowse highlighted:  

Hard on the heels of the fifth ATSIC Regional Council elections in October 2002, 

Phillip Ruddock has initiated a review of ATSIC's “role and functions”. From the 

information available to the public, it seems that the three reviewers have been 

given little guidance about what questions to ask, and how to answer them. In 

about six months, John Hannaford, Bob Collins and Jackie Huggins, after 

discussions with ”a range of stakeholders”, will produce a discussion paper “as a 

basis for broader public discussion” (Rowse, 29 November 2002).  

Five months later, in April 2003, the Commonwealth Government stripped ATSIC of $1 billion of 

funding responsibility and established a new Commonwealth Government agency, the similarly 

named Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Services (ATSIS) (Vanstone 2004 as quoted in Gray 

and Sanders 2006, p. 4; Yaxley 2003). The Commonwealth Government described this “as an 

interim measure pending the outcomes of the review of ATSIC” (ATSI SJC 2004, p. 2).  

The second significant national policy event that interrupted the trials was the Commonwealth 

Government’s decision to abolish ATSIC. The campaign to undermine ATSIC culminated twelve 

months after its disenfranchisement on 15 April 2004, when the Prime Minister John Howard 



42 
 

and the Indigenous Affairs Minister Amanda Vanstone held a media conference to announce 

that ATSIC, and their newly established ATSIS, would be abolished effective almost immediately 

(Howard and Vanstone 2004).  

The Commonwealth Government replaced ATSIC and ATSIS with a new Office of Policy 

Coordination (OIPC) that was located with the Department of Immigration, Multicultural and 

Indigenous Affairs. It also established a national network of so-called ‘one-stop shops’ for 

Commonwealth services for Indigenous affairs called Indigenous Coordination Centres (ICC), 

which essentially mirrored the former ATSIC Regional Offices network. The reforms were coined 

the New Arrangements for Indigenous Affairs (COAG 25 June 2004; DPMC 2004, p. 45; DIMIA 

2004, p. 164). It was a massive overhaul of the Indigenous affairs system. Prime Minister 

Howard and Minister Vanstone stated:  

Our goals in relation to indigenous affairs (sic) are to improve the outcomes and 

opportunities and hopes of indigenous people in areas of health, education and 

employment. We believe very strongly that the experiment in separate 

representation, elected representation, for indigenous people has been a failure. 

We will not replace ATSIC with an alternative body. We will appoint a group of 

distinguished indigenous people to advise the Government on a purely advisory 

basis in relation to aboriginal affairs. Programmes will be mainstreamed, but 

arrangements will be established to ensure that there is a major policy role for 

the Minister for Indigenous Affairs (Howard and Vanstone 2004).  

The unsubstantiated reported “early learnings” from the COAG trials were attributed as a key 

influence in this overhaul of the Indigenous affairs system mid-way through the COAG Trials 

Project, according to Wayne Gibbons, Associate Secretary of the new Office of Indigenous 

Policy Coordination (Office of Indigenous Policy Coordination 2004, p. 2 per Gibbons).13 Gibbons 

also cited the report of the ATSIC Review as the other key influence even though it 

                                                             

13
 Gibbons was previously the Associate Secretary of the temporarily-established ATSIS and previous 

to that the last CEO of ATSIC. 
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recommended that ATSIC be retained (Hannaford et al 2003b, p. 8). Tom Calma, the newly 

appointed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner also stated that the 

early learning from the COAG trials was the basis for the new arrangements. Calma said:  

The structures of the new arrangements and the philosophy that underpins them 

can be seen to have been directly derived from the COAG trials (ATSI SJC 2005, p. 

71).  

In a submission to the Senate Inquiry into the ATSIC Amendment Bill, the Victorian Government 

urged caution in basing new national arrangements for Indigenous affairs on the claimed 

preliminary outcomes of the COAG trials:  

Although the COAG trials are progressing well, it is too early to determine 

whether the trials should form the basis of a new model of service delivery in 

Victoria or wider Australia… It is premature to build on the COAG trials given 

they are still in their developmental phase and are based on disparate models of 

operation across diverse jurisdictions (Government of Victoria, Submission to the 

Senate Select Committee on the Administration of Indigenous Affairs as quoted in 

ATSI SJC 2005, p. 95).  

The so-called New Arrangements for Indigenous Affairs had significant repercussions for the 

COAG Trials Project, which recall was the centrepiece of the Commonwealth Government’s 

policy of ‘practical reconciliation’. It interrupted the progress of the trials including, ironically, 

undermining the necessary trust for the genuine partnerships that were being developed 

between the Government and Indigenous communities. The interruptions were acknowledged 

by Bernie Yates, Deputy Secretary of the Office of Indigenous Policy Coordination in a Senate 

Estimates Committee hearing in November 2005:  

Of course, we have had quite a few significant changes in Indigenous affairs over 

the course of the last two years. That has affected the progress of that work 

(Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee 2005b, p. 161 per Yates).  

Further, as part of the New Arrangements, the COAG Trials Project’s national secretariat, the 

ICCT, was also abolished. Its responsibility was transferred to the newly established Office of 
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Indigenous Policy Coordination. The unsatisfactory consequence was the respective newly 

established local Indigenous Coordination Centre (ICC) assumed secretariat responsibility for 

the trial site within their region (DIMIA 2004, p. 176). The transfer of secretariat responsibility 

from Peter Shergold, the Secretary of DPMC, to a local ICC indicated a rapid downgrading of the 

priority of the COAG Trials Project on the Commonwealth Government’s agenda.  

Following the commencement of the New Arrangements, just over two years into the COAG 

Trials Project, the Commonwealth Government began a series of public announcements 

highlighting the funding being injected into many of the trial site regions, ultimately amounting 

to many millions of dollars (See Table 2).  

Table 2 shows amounts claimed publicly by the Commonwealth Government to have been 

injected or expended for the trial sites. It is likely to be well under the actual expenditure 

because the figures do not include State, Territory and Local Government funding. For example, 

for the Queensland COAG trial, the lead agency DEWR and FaCS reported combined 

expenditure of $11,515,322; Queensland Government expenditure for the Cape York region 

over the duration of the COAG trial was reported to be $132.5 million (Urbis Keys Young 2006c, 

p. 8); and ATSIC reported expenditure of $54.76 million for the Cape York region in 2002-2003 

alone (ATSIC 2003, p. 16).14 The identified Commonwealth funding of $72,523,050 in Table 2 

illustrates a significant departure from the original policy intention for the Project, which was 

not to involve new funding but rather a reorganisation of existing funding. It might be viewed 

cynically as a pay-off for the abolition of ATSIC or more likely it was a partial distribution of 

ATSIC’s previous budget to mainstream line agencies to deliver on their expanded 

responsibilities.  

                                                             

14
 As a further indication, total Commonwealth and State Government expenditure in the region of 

the South Australian COAG trial was estimated to be $59.4 million just for the 2001-2002 
(Department of Family and Community Services 2002 as cited in South Australian Select Committee 
on the Pitjantjatjara Land Rights 2004, p. 62). 
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Table 2: A collation from various sources of reported expenditure by the Commonwealth Government in the 
trial regions over the duration of the COAG Trials Project (where available)  

TRIAL SITE  REPORTED EXPENDITURE 

Cape York, Qld  $11,515,32215  

Wadeye, NT  $50,440,70716 

East Kimberley, WA   $3,320,54017;  

AP Lands, SA  $5,710,37918 

North east Tasmania  $612,10219 

Murdi Paaki, NSW  None ascertained by research 

Shepparton, Vic $924,00020 

ACT  None ascertained by research21  

TOTAL  $72,523,050 

 

The budget for the Flexible Funding Pool was also increased in 2004-05 from $3 million to $17.8 

million and was managed under new program guidelines by the new Office of Indigenous Policy 

                                                             

15
 This figure is comprised: $8,515,322 as reported expenditure by DEWR on Cape York between 

2002-03 and 2005-06 (till 31 October 2005) (Senate Employment Workplace Relations and Education 
Legislation Committee 2006a, Answer to Questions on Notice No. W454-06 tabled 31 March 2006); 
and $3,000,000 for the Cape York Institute (Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee 2006a, 
Answer to Question on Notice No. 075 tabled October 2006, p. 93).  
16

 This figure includes CDEP wages of $5.6 million (Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee 
2006a, Additional Information Received: Vol. 1, tabled October 2006, p. 26). 
17

 This figure is comprised: $361,000 for 2003-04, $313,000 for 2004-05 and $326,000 for 2005-06 
under the OIPC Communities in Crisis program (Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee 
2006b, Budget Estimates, 30 May 2006, p. 131 per Gibbons); and $1,343,262 for 2005-06 
(Secretaries Group on Indigenous Affairs 2006, p. 55) and $977,278 for 2006-07 (Secretaries’ Group 
on Indigenous Affairs 2007, p. 57).  
18

 This figure is comprised: $1.239 million for Mai Wiru Regional Stores Policy (DoHA 2004, p. 204); 
$4.05 million for the PY Ku project (Urbis Keys Young 2006d, p. 10); $178,206 in 2003-04 and 
$122,206 in 2004-05 from the ICCT Flexible Funding Pool for the PY Ku project (DoHA 2004, p. 204); 
and $120,967 consultancy for DoHA (DoHA 2004, p. 463).  
19

 Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee (2006b), Answer to Question on Notice No. 
282 tabled March 2006.  
20

 Morgan Disney et al (2006a), p. 24.  
21

 However, in June 2004, the ACT Government announced funding of $1.4 million over four years to 
establish Aboriginal Justice Centre (Morgan Disney et al 2006b, Appendix 3, p. 34). 
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Coordination in the Department of Immigration Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs. The 

revised program was vaguely described as “available to support similar projects [as the previous 

version of the program]” and was renamed “the Shared Responsibility Agreement 

Implementation Assistance program” (Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee 

2005a, Answers to Question on Notice No. 176 tabled March 2005).  

Following the abolition of ATSIC, the original high priority of the aims of the COAG trials 

subsided to the new policy imperative, the implementation of SRAs. The Department of Family 

and Community Services (FaCS) noted the impact of the new imperative stating, “with the 

setting of numerical targets for a minimum number by 30 June 2005, the number of [SRA] 

agreements has multiplied rapidly” (see ATSI SJC 2005, p. 149). It is demonstrated in chapter 4 

of this thesis the SRAs represented nothing like the original intent underlying the two aims of 

the COAG Trials Project. It was a further indication the Trials Project had substantially changed 

direction.  

A detailed analysis of how each trial was established and implemented is presented below, in 

the Appendix A: Analysis of Implementation. Substantial failure was found across all the trial 

sites to implement the two aims of the COAG Trials Project. Also, there were no measured 

socioeconomic improvements in the Indigenous populations across all eight trial sites. My 

analysis presents a detailed explanation of how the trial sites failed to implement each aim, 

albeit with occasionally glimpses of satisfactory steps in the right direction. It also reveals how 

the broader policy developments affected each trial site.  

It is evident from this summary description of the five years of implementation of the COAG 

Trials Project that it commenced with some vigour in line with the original intent of the COAG 

Communiqué. However, within eighteen months of commencement, there were already 

numerous indications that the initial determination and enthusiasm had subsided. The abolition 

of ATSIC and the introduction of the so-called New Arrangements for Indigenous Affairs were 
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clearly influential for the substantial change in the Trials Project’s direction. More broadly, this 

summary description demonstrates that good policy and implementation in Indigenous affairs 

is vulnerable to the policy-attention cycle and broader political agenda-setting.  

In contrast to the fanfare of the high-profile joint media announcement for each trial site, the 

Honourable Mal Brough, the third Commonwealth Minister for Indigenous Affairs who had 

responsibility for the Project (Brough 2007), officially concluded the COAG Trials Project on 

Thursday 22 February 2007. The two-page media release is reproduced in full here to illustrate 

how jargon was employed to smokescreen a remarkable lack of success in implementing the 

two original aims of the COAG Trials Project (see Figure 3).   
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Figure 3: Reproduction of media release by Hon M Brough, Minister for Families, Community Services and 
Indigenous Affairs, Minister Assisting the Prime Minister for Indigenous Affairs, 22 February 2007  

 

 

The Hon Mal Brough MP  

Minister for Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs 

Minister Assisting the Prime Minister for Indigenous Affairs 

COAG Indigenous Trials 

The Council of Australian Governments (COAG) trials operating in eight 

Indigenous communities across Australia will be built on as part of the 

Government’s Blueprint for Action in Indigenous Affairs, Minister for Families, 

Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, Mal Brough, announced today. 

“The trials, administered jointly by the Australian, state and territory 

governments, began in 2002 and explored new cooperative and flexible ways of 

working to reduce Indigenous disadvantage,” the Minister said. 

“The trials involved a genuine and concerted effort by Australian and State 

government agencies, and the communities themselves”. 

“The trials have helped build important relationships between government 

agencies and communities. However, too much bureaucracy, too many plans and 

too many committees have often resulted in limited outcomes. 

“While acknowledging the limitations of the trials, there have been many 

successes. For instance, during the trial at Balgo in Western Australia crime rates 

reduced dramatically as a result of a new place management approach and in 

the APY Lands innovative nutrition programmes have been established. 

“Importantly, in Murdi Paaki, the Regional Assembly Chairman, Sam Jefferies 

acknowledged that ‘the whole of government approach to Indigenous Affairs has 

changed mindsets’. 



49 
 

“Following the evaluation of the trials we can now incorporate lessons learned 

into the new ‘place-based approach’ to the way we do business with Indigenous 

communities in the future. 

“The place-based approach will involve the Australian, state and territory 

governments continuing to work directly with Indigenous communities in the 

future, but on the basis of ensuring a better understanding amongst all parties of 

what is being sought and how practical and important outcomes can be 

achieved.” 

The Minister stressed that commitments made during the trials would be 

honoured. 

In the APY Lands, the Department of Health and Ageing will continue to take a 

lead role in seeing through its commitments and the Department of Education, 

Science and Training will remain a key player in the Murdi Paaki region. 

Wadeye in the Northern Territory remains an area identified for intensive 

government effort, while the APY Lands have been identified as a priority 

community in partnership with the South Australian government. 

Agreements were made with state and territory governments in 2006 for more 

place-based approaches in Galiwinku (NT), Alice Springs, Mornington Island 

(QLD) and Kalumburu (WA). Other sites are being negotiated with state and 

territory Governments. Our approach will draw on the lessons learnt from the 

COAG trials and follow the principles that underpin the Blueprint for Action – 

respecting culture, high standards and expectations, focussing on people and 

families, services and opportunities based on need and working in partnership. 

“The Howard Government is determined to ensure that Indigenous Australians 

are able to lead independent lives and benefit from the economy in the same 

way as all other Australians,” the Minister said (Brough 2007). 

 Attachment:  COAG Synopsis Report - PDF [384kb] 

The individual evaluations of the trials are available on the OIPC website. 

22 February 2007 
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The Evaluation  

A comprehensive and detailed ‘Performance Monitoring and Evaluation’ strategy was 

developed for the Project within ten months of the COAG announcement (ICCT 2003a). All eight 

COAG trial sites were evaluated in the fifth and final year of the trial. The evaluation reports 

were publicly released and were a valuable source of data for this research.  

All eight trial sites were all evaluated against a single set of terms of reference drawn up by the 

OIPC. The OIPC was also responsible for selecting and commissioning the private sector 

consultants to undertake the evaluations. Several different consultants were engaged; one 

evaluated three trial sites, another collaboration of consultants evaluated two trial sites; a 

further collaboration evaluated one site and individual consultants evaluated the other two 

sites (see Table 3).  

Table 3: Evaluation consultants for each COAG trial site  

TRIAL SITE EVALUATOR  

Cape York, Qld  Urbis Keys Young  

Wadeye, NT  William (Bill) J Gray AM & Associates  

Anangu-Pitjantjatjara Lands, SA  Urbis Keys Young 

East Kimberley, WA Quantum Consulting Australia 

Nyaarla Projects  

Greater Shepparton, Vic  Morgan Disney & Associates Pty Ltd 

Tracey Whetnall Consulting 

Ben Hodges (Wes Wei Consulting) 

Murdi Paaki, NSW  Urbis Keys Young  

North-east Tasmania  Roy Pugh 

Australian Capital Territory  Morgan Disney & Associates Pty Ltd 

Tracey Whetnall Consulting 

Ben Hodges (Wes Wei Consulting) 
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The evaluations were relatively small exercises. The Commonwealth Government reported that 

the average period of consultancy for each was ten days at an average cost of $42,066.38, with 

a total cost for the eight evaluations of $336,531 (Senate Community Affairs Legislation 

Committee 2006a, p. 77). The OIPC also commissioned a Synopsis Review of the COAG Trial 

Evaluations, which drew upon the eight evaluation reports “to identify the key lessons learned” 

from the COAG Trials Project (Morgan Disney et al 2006c, p. 4).22 The Synopsis Review cost a 

further $33,600. None of the private consultants were selected by open tender.  

The Trials Project’s early-developed, well-founded and detailed performance monitoring and 

evaluation strategy was not implemented but rather, in the latter stages of the Project, it was 

discarded and substituted with a vague and narrow set of terms that side-stepped the original 

aims of the Project. The Commonwealth Government labelled the evaluations that were 

conducted ‘formative evaluations’. It is not entirely clear what this meant other than they 

would not “measure and assess the effectiveness of the strategy”, which FaCSIA considered was 

the function of a “summative evaluation”.23  

Ultimately, the design of the substitute evaluation strategy meant that a ‘summative’ 

evaluation, that is a comprehensive evaluation that involved careful analysis of progress by 

each trial site towards the Project’s two aims and the consequential socioeconomic 

improvements or lack thereof, was never conducted. Therefore, the COAG Trials Project was 

never fully evaluated. It is argued that the overall result from the substituted evaluation 

strategy was that little new knowledge was generated and there was little accountability for the 

outcomes of the COAG Trials Project.  

                                                             

22
 The Synopsis Review is a considered a desktop review rather than an evaluation and is not 

appraised for this research in the same manner.  
23

Department of Families Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (2006), Examination of Budget 
Estimates 2006-2007 Additional Information Received: Vol. 1, October 2006, Answer to Question on 
Notice by Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee, Commonwealth of Australia, p. 37.  
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On 23 February 2007, at the media conference terminating the Project, Minister Brough handed 

out the Synopsis Review and shortly after the eight trial site evaluation reports were made 

available on the OIPC website. This is an indication of which documentation the Government 

preferred to hand to the media. In the media release, Minister Brough said:  

The trials have helped build important relationships between government 

agencies and communities. However, too much bureaucracy, too many plans and 

too many committees have often resulted in limited outcomes (Brough 2007) 

(my emphasis).  

Despite a powerful Project leadership team, significant resources, and the good intentions and 

steely determination of a highly competent Commonwealth Government, the Minister could 

only report that the COAG Trials Project had achieved “limited outcomes” (Brough 2007). If 

‘outcomes’ are defined as socioeconomic improvements in the Indigenous populations of the 

trial regions, it is submitted that even this claim is exaggerated. The original performance 

monitoring and evaluation strategy was not implemented and then was subsequently 

abandoned. It is concluded this was another part of the reason for the failure of the COAG Trials 

Project to achieve its aims.  

1.3 Overview of the Chapters  

The thesis commences with an introduction to the Indigenous affairs system. It highlights that 

there have been longstanding concerns about the effectiveness of the Indigenous affairs system 

almost since its inception fifty years ago. It also highlights that a recurring theme of the 

longstanding concerns has been the quality of the public administration. Chapter 1: Introduction 

also presents an overview of the COAG Trials Project with a description of the policy, and the 

key features of its implementation and evaluation.  

The research question and research methodology are described in Chapter 2: Methodology to 

illustrate how this thesis approaches the collation and analysis of data respectively for the 

policy development, implementation and evaluation stages of the COAG Trials Project.  
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Chapter 3: Policy Development appraises the policy stage of the COAG Trials Project. It describes 

the policy and political context in which the COAG Trials Project was established in order to 

understand why it was established and what was hoped to be achieved. It analyses the process 

of developing the COAG trials policy against best practice standards articulated in the Australian 

Policy Handbook (Althaus et al 2013).  

The implementation stage of the COAG Trials Project is appraised in Chapter 4: Implementation. 

It commences with a brief description of each trial site including the demographics of the 

Indigenous population and the pre-existing government activity. It then places the two aims24 of 

the COAG Trials Project in a theoretical and practical context as public administration theories. 

It illustrates that there was a significant body of literature for both theories at the time and that 

each had been the subject of attention by Australian governments and many other 

governments internationally for many decades. The literature for each of the two aims is 

summarised into ten key characteristics that would be present upon successful 

implementation. These key characteristics are then employed as a best practice benchmark to 

analyse the progress of each trial site in achieving each aim. A scaling of poor, satisfactory and 

good is employed to rate the degree of progress for each key characteristic.  

Chapter 5: Evaluation appraises the third stage of the COAG Trials Project by analysing the 

quality of the eight evaluations with a purpose-specific tool called Quality in Qualitative 

Evaluation: A framework for assessing research evidence (Spencer et al 2003b). The focus of the 

appraisal is on the evaluations’ findings about progress towards the two aims of the Trials 

Project. It also describes the original performance monitoring and evaluation strategy, plus the 

circumstances that led to its substitution with an inferior strategy and the consequences.  

                                                             

24
 1) Whole-of-government coordination, and 2) Government-community partnerships 
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Chapter 6: Summary, Wider Inferences and Conclusions returns to the research hypothesis, aims 

and questions to reflect on the findings of the appraisals of the policy development, 

implementation and evaluation stages of the COAG Trials Project. It seeks to explain why the 

trials failed to achieve the aims of the COAG Trials Project and to improve the socioeconomic 

status of the Indigenous people in each trial region. It then draws some wider inferences from 

the case study in order to further the understanding of why the overall Indigenous affairs 

system has been largely ineffective in overcoming the comparative socioeconomic disadvantage 

of Indigenous Australians over the past five decades despite significant public expenditure and 

goodwill.  

Appendix A: Analysis of Implementation is an appendix of significant length for a thesis, 

comprised of approximately 83,000 words. It details the analysis of the implementation of the 

two aims in each of the eight trial sites that was conducted for this research. Its large size is due 

primarily to the careful application of twelve key characteristics for each aim that were 

extrapolated by the literature review. In total, across all eight trial sites, 192 key characteristics 

were assessed and each rating is accompanied with some explanation. The results from this 

data analysis are presented in Chapter 4: Implementation to demonstrate by trial site, how well 

the two aims were implemented. Therefore, the primary function of Appendix A is to rest some 

wider conclusions to be drawn about the overall implementation of the two aims by the COAG 

Trials Project, which it is posited, are strengthened because all eight trial sites representing a 

wide diversity of circumstances were analysed.  

Appendix B: Quality in Qualitative Evaluation: A framework for assessing research evidence is 

the shorter booklet-size format of the Quality Framework (Spencer et al 2003a). 

Appendix C: Trial site evaluation reports reproduces the eight COAG trial site evaluations from 

which much of the data for this research is drawn.   

The next chapter outlines the research method.  
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CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH METHOD  

 

The research method is described in this chapter commencing with the research hypothesis, 

aim and questions. This is followed by a description of the research strategy, which outlines 

how the research was designed to meet the research aim. The chapter concludes with some 

reflections on the research limitations and their implications for the study evidence.  

2.1 Research hypothesis, aim and questions  

The research hypothesis is that poor quality public administration in Indigenous affairs is 

systemic and has contributed to the failure to raise the socioeconomic status of Indigenous 

Australians, notwithstanding significant annual public expenditure and good intentions over the 

past five decades. The research aim is to identify any systemic public administration problems 

as indicated by a detailed case study of a ‘portrait’ or ‘intrinsic’ sample of the Indigenous affairs 

system namely, the Council of Australian Government’s Indigenous Whole-of-Government Trials 

Project (the COAG Trials Project). Therefore, the research questions for this thesis are:  

Question 1: What was the quality of the policy, implementation and evaluation 

stages of the COAG Trials Project?  

Question 2: In light of the conclusions from the quality appraisal, can any valid 

wider inferences be drawn about what may be systematically hindering the 

efficiency and effectiveness of the overall Indigenous affairs system?  

2.2 Research strategy  

Broadly, the research strategy is to undertake a detailed case study of one of the most 

significant national projects ever undertaken in Australia to reform the Indigenous affairs 

system, the COAG Trials Project, with the focus on appraising the quality of its public 

administration. Based on the findings of the case study, the research then seeks to draw some 

wider inferences about the quality of the public administration of the overall Indigenous affairs 
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system and how this may be hindering the socioeconomic development of Indigenous 

Australians. Two guiding principles have been selected to lay the foundation for the drawing of 

wider inferences from the case study about the overall Indigenous affairs system. They are: 1) 

employ a holistic approach, and 2) compare actual experience against theory and best-practice.  

2.3 Research design  

The research design incorporates the following four features:  

1) A case study approach, as it enables a holistic, yet detailed analysis of a complex 

government project (Yin 2013);  

 

2) Treating the COAG Trials Project as a government policy and its two aims as separate 

public administration theories to enable a theory-driven evaluative logic (Pawson and 

Tilley 2004);  

 

3) Structuring and focusing the research according to an authoritative articulation of the 

Australian policy cycle, which directed an exploration of the policy development, 

implementation and evaluation stages of the COAG Trials Project. A different analytical 

method is applied for each of these three stages:  

 

(i) Policy development is appraised against best practice conditions described the 

Australian Policy Handbook (Althaus, Bridgman and Davis 2013);  

 

(ii) Implementation is appraised by analysing what occurred at each trial against a 

set of theoretical/best-practice key characteristics for the Trials Project’s two 

aims, which have been extrapolated from the literature at the time; and  
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(iii) Evaluation is appraised with a quality framework, which has been specifically 

designed to appraise the quality of evaluation reports of government 

programs and services (Spencer et al 2003a, pp. pp. 9-15 in Appendix B of this 

thesis).  

 

4) It is intended that the guiding principles and the first three features of the research 

design will lay a suitable foundation to enable the drawing of wider inferences. The 

sample choice of project for the case study further supports the drawing wider 

inferences.  

The primary source of data about the actual work that was undertaken for the policy 

development, implementation and evaluation stages of the COAG Trials Project is the nine 

government-commissioned evaluation reports – one for each trial site, plus a Synopsis Review, 

which presents a selective summary of the eight evaluations. This is supplemented with 

relevant data from other publicly available sources including Senate estimates hearings, 

parliamentary inquiries, departmental annual reports, other government and non-government 

reports and media reports.  

It is considered this research design will produce the data necessary to answer the research 

questions. It is a unique, multi-methods approach therefore the four features of the research 

design are elaborated further for the sake of transparency and replicability.  

1) Case study  

A case study research methodology is applied because it is well-placed to capture the 

complexity of the system in terms of historical trends, stakeholder action, and consequential 

outcomes. Yin (2013) argues case studies can enable “an in-depth (and up-close) examination of 

a case within its real world context” (Yin 2013, p. 220). They may “capture the complexity of a 

case, including relevant changes over time, and attend fully to contextual conditions, including 



60 

those that potentially interact with the case” (Yin 2013, p. 220). Yin (2013) argues that the 

compiling of chronological events may be considered a special form of time-series analysis that 

allows a case study to trace events over time. Yin (2013) further states that the analytic goal is 

to compare the chronology with that predicted by some explanatory theory (p. 154).  

A case study approach lessens the reliance on the very difficult task of proving causative 

correlations between the complexity of characters, processes and circumstances normally 

confronted by reviews of government programs (Dubin 1975). Finally, a case study approach is 

in line with advice by the Productivity Commission to complement the financial data it produces 

with an understanding of the context “to gain a clearer picture of the efficiency of government 

services provided to Indigenous Australians” (Steering Committee for the Review of 

Government Service Provision 2012, p. 3).  

Yin (2013) classifies case studies by function and defines three types, namely descriptive, 

explanatory and exploratory case studies (p. 238). This thesis may be regarded as a descriptive 

case study as it describes the COAG Project and the eight trials in context and perspective with 

a keen focus on the whether the Project achieved its two aims. It may be regarded as an 

explanatory case study because it seeks to explain the failure of the COAG Project to achieve its 

two aims by analysing the processes that were followed. Finally, it may be regarded as an 

exploratory case study because it is testing methodology, through a multi-methods case study, 

to attempt to draw valid wider inferences about the reasons for the continued ineffectiveness 

of the Indigenous affairs system over many decades.  

2) Theory-driven evaluation  

The approach of the case study is to analyse how the program theory underpinning the COAG 

Trials Project was developed, implemented and evaluated. This method of evaluation follows 

the premise of a ‘realist evaluation’ (Pawson and Tilley 2004). According to Pawson and Tilley 

(2004), realist evaluation is a species of theory-driven evaluation whereby social programmes 
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are regarded as a hypothesis about social betterment. They argue programmes chart out a 

perceived course of action shaped by a vision of change and they succeed or fail according to 

the veracity of that vision (Pawson and Tilley 2004, p. 2). The analysis of the policy 

development, implementation and evaluation stages of the COAG Project may be viewed as an 

adaptation of this premise by assessing what occurred against the relevant ‘theoretical’ best 

practice standards.  

3) The Australian Policy Cycle  

This thesis treats the COAG Trials Project as a policy of government and by implication, a 

product of the Australian policy cycle (Althaus, Bridgman and Davis 2013, p. 5). The Australian 

Policy Handbook states, “there have been many attempts to define ‘public policy’ but its 

meaning and boundaries remain ambiguous” (Althaus, Bridgman and Davis 2013, p. 5). The 

Policy Handbook lists “some important characteristics”, which are reflected in the nature of the 

COAG Trials Project:  

 It is intentional, designed to achieve a stated or understood purpose;  

 It involves decisions, and their consequences;  

 It is structured and orderly;  

 It is political in nature; and  

 It is dynamic (Althaus, Bridgman and Davis 2013, p. 5).  

The frame of a traditional policy cycle has been adopted to structure the research analysis. The 

Policy Handbook states, “…almost every description of policy routines moves through three 

main stages, where an idea is developed, acted on, and the result checked” (Althaus, Bridgman 

and Davis 2013, p. 32). It says the three main stages may be described informally or formally 

(see Table 4).  
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Table 4: Formal and informal descriptions of the three main stages of the policy routine  

 

INFORMAL  FORMAL 

Thinking Ideation 

Doing  Realisation 

Testing  Evaluation 

Source: Althaus, Bridgman and Davis (2013), p. 32 

 

Expanding on this, the Australian Policy Handbook draws on Australian experience to present a 

model for an “Australian Policy Cycle”, which it represents with eight elements (see Figure 4). 

The Policy Handbook states the policy cycle is likely to begin with issue identification, and then 

proceed through policy analysis, policy instruments, consultation, coordination, decision, 

implementation and evaluation (p. 37).  

Figure 4: The Australian Policy Cycle 

 

Source: Reproduced from Althaus, Bridgman and Davis (2013), p. 38 
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The Handbook states the “Australian Policy Cycle” is an analytical tool designed to assist 

rigorous, systematic thinking by:  

 Stressing that government is a process;  

 Disaggregating complex phenomena into manageable steps enabling a focus on issues 

at each phase in the cycle; and  

 Acknowledging the non-linear and fluid nature of policy making (p. 33).  

However, it cautions:  

To impose a policy cycle creates artificial expectations of a reliable, predictable 

policy world. It also presupposes the political will to follow due process in policy 

making when determination is not always present or possible (Althaus, 

Bridgman and Davis 2013, p. 34).  

On balance, the Handbook concludes that a policy, which has been developed by a thorough 

process, has more chance of success and is less likely to produce a policy mistake (Althaus, 

Bridgman and Davis 2013, p. 34). Perhaps to reinforce the point, Althaus, Bridgman and Davis 

quote Keating (1996):  

A good policy process is the vital underpinning of good policy development. Of 

course, good process does not necessarily guarantee a good policy outcome, but 

the risks of bad process leading to a bad outcome are very much higher (As 

quoted in Althaus, Bridgman and Davis 2013, p. 41).  

This case study draws on the Australian Policy Handbook in two key respects. First, the research 

follows the Policy Handbook’s approach of employing the Australian Policy Cycle “to understand 

and structure policy development” by breaking “the policy process into clear and identifiable 

steps” (Althaus, Bridgman and Davis 2013, p. 32). Accordingly, the public administration of the 

COAG Trials Project is broken down into three stages, namely policy-development, 

implementation and evaluation, and then analysed. It is assumed the policy-development stage 

encapsulates the first six elements of the Australian Policy Cycle starting with ‘Identify Issues’ 
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and then proceeds through the policy analysis, policy instruments, consultation, coordination 

and decision elements. The approach for this research is largely an appraisal of the COAG 

Project as a linear chronological process.  

The second respect in which the case study draws on the Australian Policy Handbook is its 

descriptions of the processes for each element. Professor Alan Fels AO, Dean, Australia and 

New Zealand School of Government (ANZSOG) describes the Handbook as an “authoritative 

guide to the practice and process of public policy in Australia” (Althaus, Bridgman and Davis 

2013, back cover). The Handbook itself claims to present a “systematic” and “pragmatic” set of 

“best practice” actions for developing, implementing and evaluating policy (p. 1). Therefore, the 

second respect in which this research draws on the Policy Handbook is to employ its sets of best 

practice conditions for successful policy work as qualitative benchmarks.  

(i) Appraising the policy development  

The quality of the processes to develop the COAG trial policy is appraised in chapter three of 

this thesis. The method is to analyse the policy development processes that led to the 

establishment of the COAG Trials Project, including how the Project found a place on the 

national policy agenda and the reasons for its particular design.  

The best practice conditions for the first six elements of the Australian Policy Cycle as 

articulated in the Australian Policy Handbook are relied upon to structure and guide the 

analysis. First, it is assumed the first six elements of the eight-element Australian Policy Cycle 

represent the process of policy development. Therefore, the structure of the appraisal follows 

the first six elements: identify issues; policy analysis; policy instruments; consultation; 

coordination; and decision (See Figure 4 above). The remaining two elements are 

implementation and evaluation, which are appraised in chapters four and five of this thesis 

respectively.  
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Second, the actual processes to develop the COAG trials policy are assessed against the 

Handbook’s recommended best practice conditions. The assessment is based on the 

assumption that there is a direct link between good process and good policy (Althaus, Bridgman 

and Davis 2013, p. 33). Althaus, Bridgman and Davis (2013) state:  

Experience shows that good process is integral to consistently good policy 

(Althaus, Bridgman and Davis 2013, p. 41).  

While Althaus, Bridgman and Davis highlight that breaking down the process into its parts 

assists analysis, they also note:  

Policy making is not a strictly logical pursuit, but a complex and fascinating mix of 

politics, policy and administration (Althaus, Bridgman and Davis 2013, p. 33).  

Noting this caution, the scope of the appraisal includes an exploration of the broader policy 

context and political influences in the policy development for the COAG Trials Project.  

(ii) Appraising the implementation  

The quality of the implementation of the COAG trial policy is appraised in chapter four. The 

method is to analyse how well the COAG Trials Project’s two aims, namely whole-of-

government coordination and government-community partnership were implemented. A 

literature review for each aim and eight mini-case studies, one for each COAG trial site, is 

presented. The trial sites are appraised in chronological order of their public announcement as 

this assists in painting a narrative of how the changing broader political and policy environment 

influenced the development settings for each trial.  

The scope of field for the literature review is public administration. Within this field, the 

theoretical and practical dimensions associated with the concepts underlying both of the COAG 

Project’s two aims are explored. The review concludes with the development of a set of twelve 

key characteristics for both aims, which it is posited would be evident if the aims were 

successfully implemented. This evaluative approach treats the two aims of the COAG Trials 
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Project as “programme theories” (Pawson and Tilley 2004, p. 2) or “policy hypothesis”, which 

reflect certain theories of the world and assumes certain behavioural models about cause and 

effect (Althaus, Bridgman and Davis 2013, p. 7). Therefore, this research is part of the broader 

policy cycle for Indigenous affairs:  

Understanding policy as hypothesis also stresses the importance of learning from 

policy implementation and evaluation. Good policy making assumes an ability to 

draw lessons from policy experience and to apply those lessons in the next turn 

through the policy cycle (Althaus, Bridgman and Davis 2013, p. 8).  

Following the extrapolation of twelve key characteristics for each aim from the literature 

reviews, each trial site is treated as a mini-case study. Each trial site is introduced with a 

description of the location, key stakeholders, some population demographics, the main pre-

existing government-coordination processes and a description of the social and economic 

improvements attributed to the trial. Then, each trial site is assessed for the degree of 

implementation of the twelve key characteristics. The assessment relies primarily on the data 

presented in the government-commissioned evaluations of the trials with supplementation 

from other data sources.  

The evidence related to the progress made by each trial to implement the key characteristics is 

interrogated in order to classify the quality of the implementation. The quality is classified in 

terms of functionality to purpose, as good, satisfactory or poor. Essentially, the rating provides 

a qualitative measure of the degree of functionality achieved by the trial towards the intended 

purpose of each key characteristic.  

 Good quality is classified as implementing the key characteristic with effective 

functionality in so far as the purpose of the key characteristic is achieved.  

 Satisfactory quality is classified as implementing some of the features of the key 

characteristic and resulting in some functionality towards its purpose.  
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 Poor quality is classified as non-implementation, or minimal implementation, of the key 

characteristic with little or no functionality to its purpose.  

For appraising the aim of whole-of-government coordination, the scale is designed to err on the 

side of caution to take account of the experimental nature of the theory at the time of the 

COAG Trials Project. It does this by assigning a wide domain for a satisfactory rating. To 

illustrate this, a quantitative interpretation of the scale is to be read as good quality 

representing the top 25%, satisfactory quality representing between 25-75% and poor quality 

representing the bottom 25%. Therefore, for appraising the quality of whole-of-government 

coordination, where (f) = functionality;  

 Good – f ≥ 75%  

 Satisfactory – 26% ≤ f ≤ 74%  

 Poor – f ≤ 25%  

For appraising the aim of a government-community partnership, the scale employs a narrower 

domain for a satisfactory rating. The effect is to raise the standard of expected functionality to 

account for the three decades of accumulated experience of Australian public administrations 

in striving for Indigenous participation in government processes. Translating this, a quantitative 

interpretation of the scale is to be read as good quality representing the top 33.3%, satisfactory 

quality representing between 33.3-66.7% and poor quality representing the bottom 33.3%.  

Therefore, for appraising the quality of the government-community partnership, where (f) = 

functionality;  

 Good – f ≥ 66.7%  

 Satisfactory – 33.3% ≤ f ≤ 66.7%  

 Poor – f ≤ 33.3%  



68 

In summary, this design for interpreting the rating criteria means whole-of-government 

coordination has a satisfactory rating window of the middle 50% of functionality and 

government-community partnerships has a satisfactory rating window of only the middle 

33.3%. This realignment of the scaling between the two aims also has the effect of 

comparatively widening the good and poor quality rating domains for government-community 

partnerships.  

The appraisal of the implementation of the twelve key characteristics for each aim for each of 

the eight trials against comprises more than eighty thousands words and is therefore presented 

in the appendix below (Appendix A: Analysis of Implementation). It is argued the sheer volume 

of detailed analysis provides sufficient rationale to support each rating and therefore, there is 

sufficient information for those who may wish to challenge the ratings and the validity of the 

research method, as this is likely to be viewed as an experimental appraisal methodology. Only 

the results of the analysis, in the form of a summary table of ratings against each key 

characteristic for each trial, are presented and discussed in chapter four of this thesis.  

The final discussion in this chapter mines the findings of the appraisal to draw some patterns 

about the quality of implementation across the trial sites. It also considers the relationship 

between the quality of implementation of each aim and the degree of socio-economic 

outcomes that the government-commissioned evaluations attributed to each trial site.  

(iii) Appraising the evaluation  

The method to appraise the quality of the evaluation of the COAG Project has two parts. First, 

the quality of the evaluation findings about the degree of achievement of COAG’s two aims for 

each trial is appraised. Second, the Project’s overall evaluation strategy is analysed.  

The first part is guided by a social science tool specifically-developed to appraise evaluations of 

government programs. It is titled Quality in Qualitative Evaluation: A framework for assessing 

research evidence (the Quality Framework). There is a comprehensive report describing the 
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Quality Framework (Spencer et al 2003b) and a summary booklet is provided in Appendix B 

(Spencer et al 2003a). The United Kingdom Cabinet Office commissioned the Quality 

Framework and distributed it to all government departments (Kushner 2005, p. 112). Its 

credibility rests on a lengthy, rigorous and comprehensive research strategy that was employed 

for its development (Spencer et al 2003b, p. 11).  

The Quality Framework focuses assessment on the outputs of government-based evaluative 

investigations with an emphasis on the quality of the evidence and the analysis that has 

informed it. There is less emphasis on aspects of conduct that cannot be well-judged from 

written output (Spencer et al 2003a, p. 6 in Appendix B of this thesis). Therefore, it is 

considered a suitable purpose-specific tool to analyse the evaluation reports of the eight COAG 

trial sites.  

The overall approach of the Quality Framework is built on a set of four central principles, 

reproduced below. The first two relate to the findings of the study, namely the credibility and 

the value of the findings, and the latter two deal with the way in which the study has been 

designed and conducted:  

1. Credible in claim – through offering well-founded and plausible arguments about the 

significance of the evidence generated;  

2. Contributory – in advancing wider knowledge or understanding about policy, practice, 

theory or a particular substantive field;  

3. Defensible in design – by providing a research strategy that can address the evaluative 

questions posed;  

4. Rigorous in conduct – through the systematic and transparent collection, analysis and 

interpretation of qualitative data (Spencer et al 2003a, p. 7 in Appendix B of this 

thesis).  
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Guided by these principles, the Quality Framework presents a structured approach of nine “key 

features and processes involved in qualitative enquiry” that could be analysed (Spencer et al 

2003a, p. 7 in Appendix B of this thesis).  The nine key features and processes are:  

 Findings;  

 Design;  

 Sample;  

 Data collection;  

 Analysis;  

 Reporting;  

 Reflexivity and neutrality;  

 Ethics; and  

 Auditability.  

To guide an analysis of these nine features and processes, Spencer et al present a seven-page 

Framework for Assessing Qualitative Evaluations (Spencer et al 2003a, pp. 9-15 in Appendix B of 

this thesis). For each feature or process, the Quality Framework presents one or more 

“Appraisal Questions” (AQ). The researcher is assisted to answer each appraisal question 

through a corresponding set of “Quality Indicators” (QI). The quality indicators “help to form a 

judgement about how well the appraisal question has been addressed” by the evaluation 

(Spencer et al 2003a, p. 7 in Appendix B of this thesis). Collectively, the AQs and QIs represent a 

set of credible qualitative standards for assessing the nine key features and processes of 

evaluations.  

The Framework cautions against “mechanistic rule-following” (Spencer et al 2003a, p. 4 in 

Appendix B of this thesis) and instead recommends that “qualitative research be assessed on its 

‘own terms’ within premises that are central to its purpose, nature and conduct” (Spencer et al 
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2003a, p. 4 in Appendix B of this thesis). Consistent with this advice, the Quality Framework has 

been adapted in two respects to suit the research strategy.  

First, only the quality of the evaluation findings is appraised, rather than all nine features and 

processes outlined by the Quality Framework. This enables a sharp focus in understanding how 

the COAG Project’s two aims were treated in the evaluation stage and complements the focus 

on the two aims in the preceding policy and implementation analyses. Indicative of the 

intended focus for this chapter, this approach aligns with the Quality Framework’s first two 

guiding principles namely, credible-in-claim and contributory (Spencer et al 2003a, p. 7 in 

Appendix B of this thesis).  

Second, the Quality Framework’s first five AQs, and corresponding QIs, collectively form a set of 

qualitative standards to specifically appraise an evaluation’s ‘Findings’ (Spencer et al 2003a, pp. 

9-10 in Appendix B of this thesis). In line with the numbering of the Quality Framework, 

hereinafter they are referred to as AQ1, AQ2, AQ3, AQ4 and AQ5. This research has adapted 

this set of qualitative standards to devise a hierarchical rating scale with three categories; 1) 

Good, 2) Satisfactory and 3) Poor. The rating is judged according to the findings’ degree of 

compliance with the qualitative standards. This scale of ratings is progressively developed in the 

following three tables. Table 5a illustrates how the Quality Framework’s set of qualitative 

standards for evaluation findings (five AQs and twenty-two QIs) was adapted to fit the three 

devised categories. Table 5b illustrates a simplified, plain-English version of Table 5a, which has 

been developed to facilitate understanding for generic application by non-evaluation experts, 

particularly stakeholders in the Indigenous affairs system. Table 5c illustrates an adaptation of 

Table 5a and Table 5b to demonstrate their specific application by this research to the quality of 

findings of WOGC and GCP by the evaluations of the eight COAG trial sites.  
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The rating categories are intended to suggest industry-standards embrace the construction of 

this colloquial scaling for an evaluation of a government program of a magnitude similar to this 

case study, subject to proof of application.  
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Table 5a: Illustrating the adaptation of the Quality Framework standards for ‘Findings’ to the devised rating categories; Poor, Satisfactory and Good  

RATING QUALITY FRAMEWORK STANDARDS FOR FINDINGS – APPRAISAL QUESTIONS AND QUALITY INDICATORS (dot points) 
  

Poor 
 

The evaluation findings exhibit compliance less than a Satisfactory rating. 

Satisfactory The evaluation findings exhibit compliance with:  
 

 AQ3: How well does the evaluation address its original aims and purpose? 

 Clear statement of study aims and objectives; reasons for any changes in objectives 

 Findings clearly linked to the purposes of the study – and to the initiative or policy being studied 

 Summary or conclusions directed towards aims of study 

 Discussion of limitations of study in meeting aims (e.g. are there limitations because of restricted access to study settings or participants, gaps in the sample coverage, missed or 
unresolved areas of questioning; incomplete analysis; time constraints?) 

 AQ5: How clear is the basis of evaluative appraisal? 

 Discussion of how assessments of effectiveness/evaluative judgements have been reached (i.e. whose judgements are they and on what basis have they been reached?) 

 Description of any formalised appraisal criteria used, when generated and how and by whom they have been applied 

 Discussion of the nature and source of any divergence in evaluative appraisals 

 Discussion of any unintended consequences of intervention, their impact and why they arose 
 AQ1: How credible are the findings? 

 Findings/conclusions are supported by data/study evidence (i.e. the reader can see how the researcher arrived at his/her conclusions; the ‘building blocks’ of analysis and interpretation 
are evident) 

 Findings/conclusions ‘make sense’/have a coherent logic 

 Findings/conclusions are resonant with other knowledge and experience (this might include peer or member review) 

 Use of corroborating evidence to support or refine findings (i.e. other data sources have been used to examine phenomena; other research evidence has been evaluated: see also Q14) 
 

Good The evaluation findings exhibit compliance with a Satisfactory rating plus: 
 

 AQ2: How has knowledge/understanding been extended by the research?  

 Literature review (where appropriate) summarising knowledge to date/key issues raised by previous research 

 Aims and design of study set in the context of existing knowledge/understanding; identifies new areas for investigation (for example, in relation to policy/practice/substantive theory)  

 Credible/clear discussion of how findings have contributed to knowledge and understanding (e.g. of the policy, programme or theory being reviewed); might be applied to new policy 
developments, practice or theory  

 Findings presented or conceptualised in a way that offers new insights/alternative ways of thinking 

 Discussion of limitations of evidence and what remains unknown/unclear or what further information/research is needed 
 AQ4: Scope for drawing inference – how well is this explained? 

 Discussion of what can be generalised to wider population from which sample is drawn/case selection has been made 

 Detailed description of the contexts in which the study was conducted to allow applicability to other settings/contextual generalities to be assessed 

 Discussion of how hypotheses/propositions/findings may relate to wider theory; consideration of rival explanations 

 Evidence supplied to support claims for wider inference (either from study or from corroborating sources) 

 Discussion of limitations on drawing wider inference (e.g. re-examination of sample and any missing constituencies: analysis of restrictions of study settings for drawing wider inference) 
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Table 5b: Illustrating a simplified plain-English adaptation of Table 5a  

 

RATING 

 

CRITERIA   

Poor The evaluation findings exhibit standards less than a Satisfactory rating. 

 

Satisfactory 

 

The evaluation findings contain:  

 

1) A clear statement of the aims or purpose;1  

2) A clear basis of evaluative appraisal;2 and  

3) A clear statement of the findings based on study evidence.3  

 

Good 

 

The evaluation findings exhibit a Satisfactory rating plus incorporate:  

 

4) A discussion on whether existing knowledge is extended;4 and  

5) An explanation of the scope for drawing wider inferences.5   

 

  

                                                             

1
 This criterion aligns with Appraisal Question No. 3, which asks, “How well does the evaluation 

address its original aims and purpose?”  
2
 This criterion aligns with Appraisal Question No. 5, which asks, “How clear is the basis of evaluative 

appraisal?”  
3
 This criterion aligns with Appraisal Question No. 1, which asks, “How credible are the findings?” 

4
 This criterion aligns with Appraisal Question No. 2, which asks, “How has knowledge/understanding 

been extended by the research?”  
5
 This criterion aligns with Appraisal Question No. 4, which asks, “Scope for drawing inference – how 

well is this explained?”  
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Table 5c: Illustrating an adaptation of Table 5a and Table 5b for specific application to the quality of findings 
of the WOGC and the GCP by the evaluations of the eight COAG trial sites   

 

RATING 

 

CRITERIA   

Poor The evaluation findings exhibit standards less than a Satisfactory rating. 

 

Satisfactory 

 

The evaluation findings;  

 

1) Acknowledge WOGC and GCP as the aims for the overall COAG Trials 

Project, the specific trial site and a focus for evaluative appraisal;  

2) Define and breakdown WOGC and GCP into a discrete set of key 

characteristics (reflecting existing knowledge) as the basis for evaluative 

appraisal; and  

3) Are supported by study evidence, ‘make sense’/have a coherent logic, 

resonate with other experience and are corroborated.  

 

Good 

 

The evaluation findings exhibit a Satisfactory rating plus the findings:  

 

4) Findings are set in the context of existing knowledge, for example, 

through a literature review, with a clear discussion of their contribution 

to existing knowledge including the limitations of the conclusions; and  

5) Discusses what can be generalised from the findings to other situations, 

such as drawing lessons learned, with a detailed description of the 

sample context to demonstrate applicability to other situations, 

including the limitations of the wider inferences.  

 

For the purposes of this research, Table 5c reads:  

Good quality findings require combinations of compliance and reasonable compliance 

(‘reasonable’ is interpreted to mean approximately 50% or better) with the standard of all five 

relevant appraisal questions, that is, AQ1, AQ2, AQ3, AQ4 and AQ5. Therefore, by application a 
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good-quality rating requires a minimum of reasonable compliance with four or five of the 

following five corresponding criteria:  

1) Acknowledge that WOGC and a GCP were the aims for the overall COAG Trials Project, the 

specific trial site and a focus for evaluative appraisal;  

2) Define and breakdown each aim into a discrete set of key characteristics (reflecting existing 

knowledge) as the basis for evaluative appraisal; and  

3) Present findings that are supported by study evidence, ‘make sense’/have a coherent logic, 

resonate with other experience and are corroborated.  

4) Findings are set in the context of existing knowledge, for example, through a literature 

review, with a clear discussion of their contribution to existing knowledge including the 

limitations of the conclusions; and  

5) Discusses what can be generalised from the findings to other situations, such as drawing 

lessons learned, with a detailed description of the sample context to demonstrate 

applicability to other situations, including the limitations of the wider inferences.  

Satisfactory quality findings require combinations of compliance and reasonable compliance 

(‘reasonable’ is interpreted to mean approximately 50% or better) with the standard associated 

with AQ1, AQ3 and AQ5. Therefore, by application a satisfactory-quality rating requires:  

a. Compliance with two or three of criteria 1), 2) or 3) above;  

b. Compliance with one of criteria 1), 2) or 3) above plus reasonable compliance with the 

other two criteria; or  

c. Reasonable compliance with criteria 1), 2) and 3) above.  

Poor quality findings exhibit compliance less than satisfactory-quality. Therefore, by application 

a poor quality rating is deemed:  
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d. If the finding exhibits compliance with only one of criteria 1), 2) or 3) above and less 

than reasonable compliance with the other two criteria; or  

e. If the finding exhibits less than reasonable compliance with all of criteria 1), 2) and 3) 

above. For example, if an evaluation acknowledges that WOGC was an aim of the 

overall COAG Trials Project and the trial site but not a focus for evaluative appraisal, 

plus its breakdown of WOGC presents an insufficient set of key characteristics for 

evaluative appraisal, plus its use of study evidence does not ‘make sense’/have a 

coherent logic; or other combinations to this effect, then it would be appraised as Poor 

quality.  

The second part of appraising the quality of evaluation tracks the development, 

implementation and subsequent amendments of the overall evaluation strategy for the COAG 

Trials Project. In summary, this two-part analysis will enable verifiable conclusions to be drawn 

about the quality of the evaluation of the COAG Trials Project.  

4) Drawing wider inferences  

The credibility of drawing wider inferences from the case study to generalise about the 

performance of the long-standing, national Indigenous affairs system rests on the research 

design. The rationale of the method is to discern any patterns of public administration problems 

that may emerge from appraising the policy, implementation and evaluation stages. It is argued 

any emerging patterns of this kind may point to underlying systemic public administration 

problems. Their identification may assist in understanding the longstanding inefficiency and 

ineffectiveness of the Indigenous affairs system.  

Further, there may be some triangulation-effect to rest the credibility of the wider inferences if 

a similar pattern emerges across all three appraisals. Additional support for this methodological 

rationale is drawn from the choice of sample for the case study. It is argued the nature and 

breadth of the COAG Trials Project enables it to be considered a ‘portrait’ or ‘intrinsic’ sample 
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of the Indigenous affairs system that may permit some valid wider inferences to be drawn (Yin 

2013, p. 220). The COAG Trials Project has a number of characteristics that lend it to be 

considered a validly representative sample of the challenges confronted by the Indigenous 

affairs system generally. These characteristics include:  

 It was a high profile, high-level intergovernmental reform project, initiated and led by 

the Council of Australian Governments, five years in duration;  

 It was focused on trialling reforms to the public administration of the Indigenous affairs 

system;  

 It involved a kaleidoscope of Indigenous and governmental circumstances through 

eight diverse trial sites around the nation, with one located in each State and Territory;  

 It was a case of national significance for Indigenous affairs and for Australian public 

administration more generally. For example, it was one of the case studies in a report 

published in 2004 by the Commonwealth Government’s Management Advisory 

Committee titled, Connecting Government - Whole of Government Responses to 

Australia’s Priority Challenges (the MAC Report). Further, one of COAG’s explicit 

intentions for the Trials Project was for any lessons learnt “to be applied more broadly” 

(COAG 2002b); and  

 It was ‘officially’ evaluated and attracted much public scrutiny. Therefore, there is a 

significant body of relevant data reflecting multiple perspectives of the Project which 

was readily accessible from a range of publicly available sources.  

It is argued these characteristics, coupled with the two guiding principles and the first three 

features of the research design, plus some potential for triangulation of findings, may present a 

suitable foundation for the drawing of wider inferences from the case study. Of course, the 

validity still depends on the nature of the wider inferences that are attempted to be drawn.  
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2.4 Research limitations  

There are limitations associated with the decisions made in formulating the design of this 

research. Case study research is still emerging as a valuable research method. It is shrouded in 

complexity by design and therefore relies heavily on qualitative evidence, which potentially 

exposes it to degrees of subjectivity. Further, protagonists have questioned, for example, the 

scientific validity of the approach because it does not seek to control the variables in order to 

identify the impact of one or more of those variables (Yin 2013). However, Yin (2013) argues 

that the compiling of chronological events may be considered a special form of time-series 

analysis that allows a case study to trace events over time. The analytic goal is to compare the 

chronology with that predicted by some explanatory theory (Yin 2013, p. 154). It is also 

suggested it may be reasonable to expect a higher degree of rationality in the policy 

development process for a discrete and significant project of national importance and 

magnitude.  

The policy cycle framework is useful for policy analysis but there is still a large gap between 

policy research and policy practice (Althaus, Bridgman and Davis 2013). In practice, the policy 

cycle and policy development in particular, is an iterative process (Althaus, Bridgman and Davis 

2013, pp. 33, 89). This research largely approaches the appraisal of the COAG Project as a linear 

chronological process. Althaus, Bridgman and Davis (2013) advise that utilising the policy cycle 

approach is a process of “reflection on the world using applied judgement” and “involves 

assessment of the usefulness and applicability of the policy cycle, selecting the stage at which 

the policy might be and judging how an issue might be conceptualised and managed” (Althaus, 

Bridgman and Davis 2013, p. 42). This indicates further potential exposure to degrees of 

subjectivity.  

Another potential research limitation is the challenges presented by the lack of reliable and 

credible data. For example, the appraisal discusses some of the six steps of policy development 
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in more detail than others. Part of the reason for this was the public availability of relevant 

data, which depended on the issues that the politicians sought to raise at the time, or specialist 

academics sought to pursue, or upon which the media sought to report. This could have 

resulted in some bias towards salacious issues rather than important policy debates.  

The time delay between the conduct of the COAG Trials Project and the conduct of this 

research is a potential source for problems. For example, it would be difficult to conduct a 

comprehensive summative evaluation of the COAG Trials Project now because it would be 

difficult to access the personnel who were involved and obtain the relevant documentation 

from the government agencies and the community-based organisations. Even if relevant 

personnel were available, there may be concerns about relying on their memory after such a 

long time.  

The data for this research is solely documentation. Interviews were not held with relevant 

stakeholders therefore it is a text-based analysis. There are strengths and weaknesses with this 

approach. One of the strengths may be that, in light of the lengthy time delay, written 

documentation provides a degree of reliability that interview-based data may not provide due 

to associated problems with memory-recall. However, a text-based analysis involves heavy 

reliance on the quality of the written documentation. A weakness may be that a reliance on 

written documentation is unlikely to capture the subtleties, political nuances and emotions 

associated with this significant policy period of Indigenous affairs. A case study approach may 

obviate this weakness.  

The general quality of the eight evaluation reports and the subsequent Synopsis Review may 

raise questions about their reliability. It was realised quite early in this research that they may 

not have been suitable for a formal systematic review such as the Campbell Collaboration. 

Further, the evaluation reports would fit the classification of ‘grey literature’, although there is 
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an emerging body of research that sees value in plumbing the knowledge contained with this 

class of literature (for example, Biagioni et al 2013).  

This researcher is an Aboriginal person who has spent most of his working-life in the Indigenous 

affairs system in a range of capacities. This experience may have nurtured a cynical view. It may 

have also have burdened, or perhaps indoctrinated, the researcher with bureaucratic rationality 

and therefore this research reflects a positivist and rationalist epistemology.  

As a mode of thinking, bureaucratic rationality has become entrenched in our 

consciousness, so much so that we find alternative modes of thought difficult to 

employ... no matter how much we may dislike the presence of bureaucracy in 

our lives, we continue to think bureaucratically (Rizvi & Kemmis, 'Dilemmas of 

Reform' as quoted in Stewart et al 1993, p. 1).  

This research is also an example of an Indigenous research methodology. The research 

methodology reflects the researcher’s values and life experiences through a holistic, narrative 

style of analysis and a keen focus on improving the lives of Indigenous Australians, as opposed 

to improving government outputs or personal career development.  

One of the challenges presented by the researcher’s deep personal connection with the subject 

matter is the exercise of judgment about the quality of the public administration processes that 

were followed. The difficulties arise for two reasons. First, policy development, implementation 

and evaluation occur in a political milieu and themselves are political processes (Kushner 2005, 

p. 116). The policy cycle, particularly in Indigenous affairs, is infused with ideological and 

cultural contestation. Second, the difficulties are compounded by the urgency created by the 

deep state of despair evident in the Indigenous Australian population resulting from their level 

of disadvantage, much of which is a legacy of the past policy injustices including denial of 

traditional sovereign land rights and decades of a genocide-style practice known as the Stolen 

Generations – both of which are directly relevant to the researcher and his extended family.  
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Finally, in light of the time and resource restrictions presented by a PhD, there has been a need 

to consider the balance between the depths of the appraisal of each of the three stages against 

the overall aim of the research. The overall aim was to build an evidentiary foundation to 

enable wider inferences to be drawn from the case study that make some credible 

generalisations about the operation of the five decades-old national Indigenous affairs system. 

The need to assess this balance was a recurring theme over the five-year duration of this study. 

The nature of the overall aim was primarily influenced by the researcher’s underlying 

hypothesis that greater attention needs to be given to the systemic issues confronting the 

effectiveness of the Indigenous affairs system rather than specific public administration 

approaches. It was thought that a holistic case study may achieve this.  

The quality of the policy development of the COAG Trials Project is analysed in the next chapter.   
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CHAPTER 3 – POLICY DEVELOPMENT 

 

This chapter appraises the quality of the policy development process that led COAG to 

establish a series of trials in Indigenous communities around Australia, where each trial-site 

was experimentally to administer Indigenous affairs expenditure through a whole-of-

government approach and in partnership with the communities. Essentially, this chapter 

analyses the quality of the process to develop the COAG trials policy by comparing and 

contrasting what happened against best practice standards as articulated by the Australian 

Policy Handbook (Althaus et al 2013).  

Six elements of policy development  

As outlined in Chapter 2: Methodology, this appraisal works consecutively through the first 

six elements of the Handbook’s policy cycle namely: 1) issue identification; 2) policy analysis; 

3) policy instruments; 4) consultation; 5) coordination; and 6) decision (See Figure 5).  

Figure 5: The Australian Policy Cycle 

 

Source: Reproduced from Althaus, Bridgman and Davis (2013) The Australian Policy Handbook, p. 38 
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Althaus et al highlight that breaking down the policy process into its parts assists analysis 

but they also note:  

Policy making is not a strictly logical pursuit, but a complex and fascinating 

mix of politics, policy and administration. (Althaus et al 2013, p. 33)   

Noting this caution, the appraisal explores the particular circumstances that led to COAG 

announcing the Trials Project and the influence of the broader Indigenous affairs context. It 

demonstrates the COAG Trials Project was established within the context of a long-standing 

and heated national political and policy contest.1 The finding from the appraisal is that the 

quality of the policy development suffered under the weight of political influence, which 

outweighed the attention to fine policy-deliberation. This priority imbalance would have far 

reaching consequences for the quality of the form and content the policy, and its capacity to 

be successfully implemented and evaluated. The challenge for this chapter is to describe 

and analyse the complexity.  

  

                                                             
1
 A timeline of key milestones for the policy development stage is presented at the end of this 

chapter.  
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Element 1: Issue identification  

The first element of the policy cycle is issue identification. It is stated in the Australian Policy 

Handbook that while there are many issues in society, only some make the policy agenda 

(Althaus et al 2013, p. 43). The aim of this section is to understand the reasons why the 

COAG Trials Project made the national policy agenda. The following analysis illustrates that 

COAG’s announcement for a series of trials in Indigenous communities was the 

consequence of a long interplay of politics and policy in Indigenous affairs that had 

commenced more than a decade earlier. It renders some understanding for the imperatives 

of the COAG trials policy and the interests that each stakeholder was pursuing by agreeing 

to take part in the COAG Trials Project.  

In 2002, when the Commonwealth Government announced COAG Trials Project, the then 

Prime Minister, the Honourable John Howard had governed for six years prior, winning 

elections in 1996, 1998 and 2001. Indigenous affairs had frequently surfaced as a priority 

agenda item for the Howard Government during this period. Shortly after winning the 

election on 2 March 1996, the Howard Government undertook the following significant 

actions in Indigenous affairs:  

 Established a new Office of Indigenous Policy in the Department of Prime Minister 

and Cabinet “to provide a dedicated and impartial source of advice” (DPMC 1998, p. 

36);  

 Abolished the bipartisan policy of Indigenous self-determination, which had been in 

place since 1972 (Gunstone 2006, p. 1);  

 Imposed significant budget cuts on ATSIC of approximately $400 million (Gunstone 

2006, p. 1) and “large proportions of ATSIC's budget were quarantined by the 

Government: that is, ATSIC was required to maintain certain levels of expenditure 
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on particular programs (including CDEP and CHIP)” with the overall effect of 

reducing ATSIC’s discretionary budget (Pratt 2005);  

 Appointed a special auditor to examine accountability within ATSIC-funded 

organisations (Pratt 2005, p. 101);2  

 Rejected the previous Labor Government’s substantive Social Justice Package and 

replaced it with a commitment to improve Indigenous socioeconomic conditions 

(Gunstone 2006, p. 1).  

The Howard Government also held serious concerns about two other Indigenous-related 

issues: 1) the High Court of Australia’s Wik decision3 in 1996, which found that the grant of a 

pastoral lease does not necessarily extinguish native title rights; and 2) the 1997 report by 

the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC), which outlined the 

experiences of the Stolen Generation.4 Both of these issues were regarded as fundamental 

social justice issues for Indigenous Australians that were effectively resisted by the Federal 

Coalition. The Government’s serious concerns ensured Indigenous affairs had a seat on the 

national policy agenda. However, it is suggested that there was another significant event in 

Indigenous affairs that set the agenda for the political and policy context that led to COAG’s 

announcement to establish the Trials Project.  

The event was the expiration of the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation (CAR) after a 

decade of work promoting reconciliation. The CAR was established by Commonwealth 

legislation in 1991 to address some unresolved issues arising from “British settlement” in 

                                                             
2
 The audit, conducted by accounting firm KPMG, found that 95 per cent of the 1122 

organisations reviewed were cleared for further funding, while 60 organisations (five per cent) 
were not. ATSIC Chair Lowitja O'Donoghue points out that the audit 'uncovered no instances of 
fraud, but it did discover a system of grant administration that was so detailed as to make 
breaches of grant conditions almost inevitable' (Senate Select Committee on the Administration 
of Indigenous Affairs 2005, p. 22).  
3
 Wik Peoples and Ors v State of Queensland and Ors (1996) 141 ALR 129  

4
 Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (1997), Bringing them home - the report of 

the National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children from 
their Families, Sydney.  
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Australia in 1788 (Preamble, Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation Act 1991 (Cth)). The 

Preamble of the CAR Act 1991 is reproduced in full here to illustrate the bipartisan intent of 

the Commonwealth Parliament to address the historical legacy of Australia’s modern 

foundations:  

An Act to establish a Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation  

Because: 

(a)  Australia was occupied by Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders who had 

settled for thousands of years, before British settlement at Sydney Cove on 

26 January 1788; and 

(b)  many Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders suffered dispossession and 

dispersal from their traditional lands by the British Crown; and 

(c)  to date, there has been no formal process of reconciliation between 

Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders and other Australians; and  

(d)  by the year 2001, the centenary of Federation, it is most desirable that 

there be such a reconciliation; and 

(e)  as a part of the reconciliation process, the Commonwealth will seek an 

ongoing national commitment from governments at all levels to co-operate 

and to co-ordinate with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission 

as appropriate to address progressively Aboriginal disadvantage and 

aspirations in relation to land, housing, law and justice, cultural heritage, 

education, employment, health, infrastructure, economic development and 

any other relevant matters in the decade leading to the centenary of 

Federation, 2001 (Preamble, Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation Act 1991 

(Cth)).  

It is notable that Parliament’s bipartisan intent for Reconciliation involved 

acknowledgement of prior occupation,5 land dispossession,6 the lack of a formal process of 

                                                             
5
 Subsection (a) 

6
 Subsection (b) 
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resolution7 and the need to address Indigenous disadvantage.8 The Preamble infers that all 

four matters were interrelated. It may be surprising that this view of Australian history 

received bipartisan agreement back in 1991.  

Pratt (2005) argues that the impetus for the ‘reconciliation legislation’ was to subdue the 

heated political discussions of the 1980’s at the national level about Indigenous self-

determination, national land rights legislation and proposals for the formulation of a treaty 

(Pratt 2005, pp. 17-18). For example, on 12 June 1988, then Prime Minister Bob Hawke told 

a public assembly in Barunga, located in the outback of the Northern Territory, “that there 

shall be a treaty negotiated between the Aboriginal people and the Government on behalf 

of all the people of Australia” (Hawke 1988 as quoted in Pratt 2005, p. 13). Pratt recounts 

the response of John Howard MLA, who was the Federal Opposition Leader at the time:  

According to Brennan, the treaty talk at Barunga ‘sent the Opposition into 

another flurry about the word ‘treaty’. The Opposition Leader, John Howard, 

issued a press release the following day saying that the idea of a treaty was 

‘utterly repugnant to the ideal of one Australia. It is an absurd proposition for 

a nation to make a treaty with some of its citizens’. He later labelled the 

concept of a treaty a ‘recipe for separatism’ (Brennan 1994 as quoted in Pratt 

2005, p. 13)  

The following year, John Howard MHR, again in his role as Leader of the Federal Opposition, 

also fervently opposed the model of Indigenous self-determination that was implied with 

the establishment of ATSIC:  

I take the opportunity of saying again that if the Government wants to divide 

Australian against Australian, if it wants to create a black nation within the 

Australian nation, it should go ahead with its Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Commission (ATSIC) legislation … In the process it will be doing a 

monumental disservice to the Australian community … If there is one thing, 

above everything else, that we in this Parliament should regard as our sacred 

                                                             
7
 Subsection (c) 

8
 Subsection (e) 
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and absolute duty, it is the preservation of the unity of the Australian people. 

The ATSIC legislation strikes at the heart of the unity of the Australian 

people. In the name of righting the wrongs done against Aboriginal people, 

the legislation adopts the misguided notion of believing that if one creates a 

parliament within the Australian community for Aboriginal people, one will 

solve and meet all of those problems (J. Howard, ‘Administration of 

Aboriginal Affairs: Ministerial Statement’, House of Representatives, 

Debates, 11 April 1989, p. 1328 as quoted in Pratt and Bennett 2004, p. 7).  

Nevertheless, despite the bitter politics, the Commonwealth Parliament passed the highly-

compromised9 ATSIC legislation in 1990 and the CAR legislation in 1991. It demonstrates 

that both pieces of legislation had won bipartisan support. Following the passing of the CAR 

legislation, Pratt argues the heated debates were temporarily subdued. Reconciliation 

became the umbrella term for issues of Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal relations, and for 

questions of justice for, and recognition of, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in 

Australia (Pratt 2005, pp. 17-18). However, Pratt states that while CAR’s reconciliation 

program provided a new language or framework, it did not resolve the political and policy 

tensions. The Indigenous affairs policy debates of the 1980s—especially those over land 

rights, treaty, and ATSIC—contained many of the antecedents of the Indigenous affairs 

‘reconciliation’ debates of the 1990s (Pratt 2005, p. 18). A former member of CAR, Rick 

Farley described it as a “bit of a political copout” (Pratt 2005, 18).  

Ten years later, CAR concluded on 31 December 2000 when the sunset-clause in its 

governing legislation came into effect (section 32 CAR Act 1991). Despite the legislated 

aspiration of subsection (d) in the Preamble of the CAR Act 1991, there was no 

reconciliation “by the year 2001”. After a decade of work, CAR forwarded to the 

Commonwealth Parliament and the Commonwealth Government a series of three 

documents with its advice for achieving Reconciliation:  

                                                             
9
At that time, the ATSIC Bill 1989 (Cth) was the second-most amended piece of legislation to 

have passed through the Parliament since Federation (Pratt 2003, p. 2).  
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 Australian Declaration of Reconciliation, May 2000;  

 Roadmap for Reconciliation, May 2000; and  

 Reconciliation: Australia's challenge - Final report of the Council for Aboriginal 

Reconciliation to the Prime Minister and the Commonwealth Parliament, December 

2000.  

Amongst its comprehensive advice, CAR recommended the recognition of Indigenous 

Australians’ right to self-determination and a formal resolution of the English settlement of 

Australia be reached ‘through an agreement or treaty’ (Pratt 2005, p. 148). These 

recommendations added fuel to the political fire, which had been somewhat subdued for 

the previous ten years by the CAR legislation. The Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation also 

recommended a renewed national commitment by Australian governments to a whole-of-

government approach to addressing Indigenous disadvantage (Department of the Prime 

Minister and Cabinet 1999, p. 50).  

The Howard Government took almost two years to release its formal response to the CAR’s 

recommendations (Ruddock 2002a). During this period, pressure had been mounting for a 

formal response from numerous sources including the Federal Opposition, the Australian 

Democrats, ATSIC and Dr Bill Jonas, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice 

Commissioner. The ‘Walk for Reconciliation’ over Sydney Harbour Bridge by 250,000 people 

on 28 May 2000 was a high-profile measure of community concern. Further, in early 2001, 

the Commonwealth Grants Commission published the Final Report of its comprehensive 

Inquiry into Indigenous Funding, which found significant flaws in the quality of service 

delivery to Indigenous Australians and underlined the key challenges for addressing 

Indigenous disadvantage (CGC 2001). However, in the face of this public pressure, in 

November 2001, the Commonwealth Government abolished the Department of 

Reconciliation and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs and replaced it with a small 
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Office of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs in the Department of Immigration, 

Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs. Perhaps the political confrontation of this action was 

deemed electorally favourable for the forthcoming election, which was held on 10 

November 2001.  

The Federal Coalition dismissed the right to self-determination and a treaty as merely 

‘symbolic’ gestures but wholeheartedly agreed with CAR’s other recommendation that 

governments address Indigenous disadvantage. The dismissal of so-called ‘symbolic’ 

gestures while expressing support for the ‘practical’ work of social and economic 

development became the Federal Coalition’s policy for Indigenous affairs around the turn of 

the century. For example, in 1999 Prime Minister Howard, who was then formally 

designated as the Prime Minister for Reconciliation (DPMC 2000, p. 9), stated:  

We agree that as a group the indigenous people of this country remain the 

most disadvantaged of any group within the Australian community. We 

agree that part of the process of achieving effective reconciliation is to 

improve the education, housing, employment and health facilities amongst 

the indigenous people of this country (Howard 1999 as quoted in Pratt 2005, 

p. 144).  

The Howard Government policy was catch-phrased ‘practical reconciliation’ (Pratt 2005, p. 

136). It is believed Prime Minister Howard’s first actual public use of the term ‘practical 

reconciliation’ was in March 2000 and thereafter it was widely used by Coalition 

parliamentarians (Pratt 2005, p. 135). Some questioned whether the Federal Coalition’s 

conceptual distinction between so-called symbolic and practical issues was a “false 

dichotomy”, which would undermine the objectives of reconciliation (Pratt 2005, p. 139). 

The Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation and many others saw the issues of social justice 

and social disadvantage as “not mutually exclusive” but rather “inextricably linked” 

(Brennan, Bosnjak and Williams 2003, p. 122). Prime Minister Howard saw no contradiction 

within the division:  
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…it is possible for Australians of good will to hold different views on the 

appropriate response to the Bringing Them Home report and issues of native 

title, yet be united in their commitment to the process of reconciliation 

(Howard 1998 as quoted in Pratt 2005, p. 129). 

Pratt (2005) argued there were contradictions within the theory of ‘practical reconciliation’ 

by highlighting that the Federal Coalition’s speeches promoting practical reconciliation 

contained ‘symbolic’ gestures themselves. For example, the 1999 Parliamentary Motion of 

Reconciliation moved by Prime Minister Howard, goes so far as to acknowledge this:  

[We] believe that the essence of reconciliation lies not in symbolic gestures—

although some of them are important; this motion in a sense is a symbolic 

gesture (Howard 1999).  

Pratt (2005) sought to explain it as the “politics of the symbolic” (p. 145) and that it was 

“the construction of a discursive dichotomy” designed to exclude some elements of 

reconciliation (p. 131):  

…the distinguishing feature of ‘practical reconciliation’ as a discourse—that 

is, a set of meanings and ideas—lies largely in what it seeks to exclude: that 

is, so-called symbolic aspects of reconciliation (Pratt 2005, p. 137).  

The conclusion of CAR and its final recommendations on 31 December 2000 was a pivotal 

event in the context of Indigenous affairs, including shaping the Federal Coalition’s 

Indigenous-affairs policy of ‘practical reconciliation’. The political response set the tone of 

policy for the period following, which carried with it the debates about its meaning and 

substance. Would the distinction between symbolic and practical undermine the objective 

of Aboriginal Reconciliation? Was it was just political rhetoric to justify ideological 

opposition to land rights, a treaty and other issues of Indigenous social justice? Despite the 

concerns, the Coalition’s policy framed Reconciliation as primarily an issue about service-

delivery.  
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It is stated in the Australian Policy Handbook that the manner of defining a problem is to 

shape the options for its solution (Althaus et al 2003, p. 53). Such framing gives the 

appearance of being well-structured and therefore open to solution (Simon 1973 as quoted 

in Althaus et al 2013, p. 53). Perhaps another benefit of this framing is in line with the 

observation that “*M+uch policy making is not about solving problems but about managing 

policy conflicts” (Althaus et al 2003, p. 55). Pratt noted that the open-ended nature of the 

term reconciliation enabled groups with opposing views to claim they supported it:  

…the broad nature of the term was seen as attractive precisely because it 

would enable different people to attach their own meanings to the term. 

Given this, it is hardly surprising that the Howard Government chose to 

define the term in its own way (Pratt 2005, p. 147).  

This was the political context that clearly prompted the Council of Australian Governments, 

chaired by Prime Minister John Howard, to take the almost unprecedented action of 

directing the coordination of government agencies involved in Indigenous affairs. The first 

and only other time COAG issued such direction for Indigenous affairs was at its inaugural 

meeting in 1992 when it endorsed the National commitment to improved outcomes in the 

delivery of programs and services for Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islanders (COAG 

1992). Ten years later in 2002, COAG was once again bearing the responsibility as the 

national governmental institution to address the consequences of the British colonisation of 

Australia.  

This time COAG issued its directions through a series of three Communiqués between 

November 2000 and April 2002. All of the directions were issued under the heading 

‘Reconciliation’ and the series of Communiqués could be regarded as COAG’s three 
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‘Reconciliation Communiqués’. The first, dated 3 November 2000, endorsed a 

“reconciliation framework”10. It stated:  

The Council agreed that many actions are necessary to advance 

reconciliation, from governments, the private sector, community 

organisations, indigenous communities, and the wider community. 

Governments can make a real difference in the lives of indigenous people by 

addressing social and economic disadvantage, including life expectancy, and 

improving governance and service delivery arrangements with indigenous 

people (COAG 2000, p. 7).  

It was called a “framework for practical reconciliation” in the Department of Prime Minister 

and Cabinet (DPMC) Annual Report 2000-2001 (DPMC 2001, p. 3). The strategy of the 

framework was to promote partnerships, programme flexibility and government 

coordination with a focus on local communities and outcomes (COAG 2000, p. 7). An 

important practical prong of COAG’s first ‘Reconciliation Communiqué’ was to instruct all 

twenty Ministerial Councils to measure their progress in implementing the reconciliation 

framework through the development of “action plans, performance reporting strategies and 

benchmarks” (COAG 2000, p. 7). This prong appeared to put some flesh on the skeleton of 

practical reconciliation. It is evident COAG’s first ‘Reconciliation Communiqué’ mirrored the 

controversial policy of practical reconciliation. It was also the seedling that grew into the 

two aims of the COAG Trials Project.  

COAG’s second ‘Reconciliation Communiqué’, dated 8 June 2001, simply noted that all 

governments had “reported progress” in implementing the reconciliation framework but no 

further details were released. The Communiqué also reiterated the “important role” of the 

Ministerial Councils in achieving reconciliation. Perhaps concerned about the pace of 

progress in implementing practical reconciliation, COAG instructed the COAG Senior 

Officials’ Working Group on Reconciliation to provide “a detailed report on progress” by 

                                                             
10

 See COAG (2002b).  
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Ministerial Councils and government agencies “by the end of 2001” (COAG 2001). This 

progress report was not completed on time. The tardiness prompted Dr Bill Jonas, 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner to write:  

Given the significance of the progress report to advancing reconciliation it 

would be in the national interest for this document to be available for 

comment and evaluation (ATSI SJC 2001, p. 200).  

For the third and final of COAG’s ‘Reconciliation Communiqués’, dated 5 April 2002, the 

Council finally received the Report on Progress11 of Governments’ and Ministerial Councils’ 

implementation of the practical reconciliation framework. COAG was disappointed in the 

pace of progress. The Communiqué noted that the Ministerial Councils’ development of 

action plans, performance-reporting strategies and benchmarks “had been slower than 

expected” (COAG 2002b, p. 4). The Communiqué simply stated “… all governments have 

made progress …” (COAG 2002b, p. 4). The progress report itself stated that it provided only 

“a selective, rather than comprehensive, overview of jurisdictional effort in progressing 

COAG’s commitments” (COAG 2002a, p. 6).  

Upon its public release, the Report on Progress attracted some strong criticism. For 

example, the Dr Bill Jonas, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner 

with the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission stated:  

While there is evidence of much good will in the Report, there is yet to be 

substantial progress made in addressing Indigenous disadvantage. Much of 

the Progress Report is devoted to detailing initiatives that are already in train 

and which consequently, have not necessarily been driven by COAG’s 

priorities or commitments. These initiatives include the Cape York Justice 

Strategy, the Mutitjulu Community Participation Agreement, and the 

Victorian Aboriginal Justice Agreement.  

                                                             
11

 Council of Australian Governments (2002a), COAG Reconciliation Framework: Report on 
Progress in 2001, April 2002 by Council of Australian Governments, Commonwealth of Australia. 
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Of particular concern are the developments (or lack of them) in regard to 

reporting Indigenous data and the establishment of action plans by each of 

the Ministerial Councils under COAG. This is in keeping with the 

Government’s repeated tardiness in developing adequate forms of 

monitoring for reporting on Indigenous data and progress in overcoming 

disadvantage. As ATSIC Chairman Geoff Clark observes, the COAG 

Reconciliation Framework progress report 2002 is ‘evidence, moreover, that 

government rhetoric is outpacing its ability to deliver’ (ATSI SJC 2002, pp. 66-

67).  

Perhaps frustrated by the slow pace of progress by the Governments and Ministerial 

Councils in implementing the ‘reconciliation framework’, COAG took the unusual step of 

“initiating” (Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee 2002b, p. 35 per Farmer; 

Senate Legal and Constitutional 2005b, p. 161 per Yates12) a “trial of a whole-of-

governments cooperative approach in up to 10 communities or regions” (COAG 2002b). The 

COAG Trials Project was born. The final recommendation in the Communiqué 

documentation indicates a relationship between the reported poor progress of practical 

reconciliation and the announcement to establish the trials. The recommendation states:  

5) That, in relation to the report on progress, COAG:  

…  

(b) Further agree to make the report publicly available, 

accompanied by an announcement on the development of the 

whole-of-governments approach (COAG 2002a, p. 3).  

The recommended strategy to accompany the public release of the Report on Progress with 

COAG’s announcement to initiate the whole-of-government trials may have been designed 

to manage the political damage associated with the reported slow pace of practical 

reconciliation. Another interpretation of the recommended strategy is it would portray that 

COAG acknowledges the slow progress to date and it is keen to remedy the problems by 

                                                             
12

 Bernie Yates, Deputy Secretary, OIPC stated, “But it is pertinent to emphasise that these trials 
are very much a COAG-inspired initiative”.  
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instigating substantial bureaucratic reform through a national series of trials in Indigenous 

communities. Both interpretations may be valid but it demonstrates there was a 

relationship between the report and the announcement. The series of circumstances 

indicate that the COAG “initiated” series of trials was a case of policy-on-the-run.  

In September 2002, five months after COAG announced the Trials Project, the Howard 

Government released its formal response to the CAR Final Report via a media statement. It 

is unclear if ATSIC and other Indigenous representatives were advised of its contents prior 

to the media release. The Government “… gave limited endorsement of the [CAR] report, 

sticking by ‘practical reconciliation’ and rejecting a treaty option as divisive” (Saunders and 

Pryor, The Australian, 28 September 2002). The Howard Government response was also 

criticised by one of its own, former Liberal Commonwealth Minister for Indigenous Affairs 

Fred Chaney. Chaney’s comments were reported in The Australian newspaper the next day 

with the salacious heading, “Howard's `kick in the teeth' for blacks”:  

Fred Chaney, the co-chair of Reconciliation Australia -- which took over the 

work of the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation -- said the Government 

could not ignore unresolved issues such as symbolic reconciliation, a treaty 

and indigenous rights. He said even the Government's focus on “practical” 

reconciliation, or improving living standards, fell short (Saunders and Pryor, 

The Australian, 28 September 2002).  

Underlying this debate is the different perceptions of Reconciliation. It has been argued that 

“during the latter years of the reconciliation decade, a gulf developed between the vision of 

reconciliation being pursued by the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation and that being 

pursued by the government” (Pratt 2005, p. 99). The then Federal Opposition Indigenous 

Affairs spokeswoman, Carmen Lawrence called for “urgent action” to rescue the 

reconciliation process. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission Chairman Geoff 

Clark vowed to continue pushing for a treaty. Dr Jonas suggested that reconciliation was 

being swept under the political carpet:  
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In November 2002 the Prime Minister released an important document 

identifying the long term strategic goals and approach of the Government. 

Titled Strategic leadership for Australia – policy directions in a complex world, 

the document identifies what the Government sees as the key strategic 

issues facing Australia. Surprisingly, the document does not make a single 

reference to Indigenous peoples. 

While reconciliation had been identified by the Prime Minister as one of the 

Government’s key priorities during its second term of office, it is no longer 

identified as a key priority or strategic direction for the Government. It is a 

very telling omission (ATSI SJC 2002, p. 58).  

In response to the political pressure, the Commonwealth Government argued addressing 

Indigenous disadvantage is the “litmus test of reconciliation” (Ruddock 2002e, p. 2), which 

further increased the imperative for the success of the fledgling and experimental COAG 

Trials Project:  

The Government's key objective is to provide Indigenous people with access 

to social and economic opportunities that the vast majority of Australians 

take for granted. The challenge of ensuring that Indigenous people are able 

to effectively access their basic citizenship rights is one that faces all 

governments. It is a litmus test of reconciliation (Ruddock 2002e, p. 2).  

However, the underlying issues remained, still protruding from under the metaphorical 

carpet. With the Government’s solution framed in terms of service delivery, the 

responsibility for Indigenous affairs had been transferred to the government departments 

to develop an administrative solution, in the face of informed arguments that political 

solutions were also a necessary part of the equation. As highlighted earlier, the Council for 

Aboriginal Reconciliation Act 1991 (Cth) exemplified an earlier bipartisan acknowledgement 

that “British settlement” and the legacy of “dispossession and dispersal from their 

traditional lands by the British Crown” were also part of the equation.  
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This description of the political and policy context leading to the COAG announcement to 

establish the Trials Project demonstrates how it became the centrepiece of the Howard 

Governments’ policy for practical reconciliation. It illustrates the Trials Project was the 

culmination of two decades of a highly contentious political environment in Indigenous 

affairs around questions about how to overcome deep and widespread Indigenous 

disadvantage. It also illustrates the intended focus of the COAG Trials Project was on 

improving the quality of public administration of the Indigenous affairs system and the 

related wider social justice issues were put to one-side.  

COAG’s series of three ‘Reconciliation Communiqués’ and the poor progress by the public 

administrations of the Commonwealth, State and Territory Governments in implementing 

practical reconciliation sharpened the public attention on the performance of government 

agencies in the Indigenous affairs system. The sequence of events involving COAG’s series of 

three ‘Reconciliation Communiqués’ lead to the perception that the Trials Project prompted 

a strategy to manage the political fall-out from the reported poor progress and that it may 

have been a case of policy-on-the-run.  
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Element 2: Policy analysis  

The next element in the policy cycle is policy analysis. The aim is to consider the quality of 

the policy analysis that led to COAG announcing the establishment of the Trials Project. 

According to the Australian Policy Handbook, the purpose of policy analysis is to help others 

appreciate the costs and benefits of a range of approaches to a policy problem. Policy 

analysis provides data and advice for decision-makers involving a professional commitment 

to presenting information in an objective and impartial manner (Althaus et al 2013, p. 61). 

The Handbook describes a rational five-step sequence for a policy analysis:  

1. Formulate the problem;  

2. Set out objectives and goals;  

3. Identify decision parameters;  

4. Search for alternatives; and  

5. Propose a solution or options.  

Althaus et al (2013) caution that the exigencies of political realities, budgets and time often 

work against a rational approach but they counter-argue that the application of a model 

forces policy makers to work systematically, with the advantages of order and process 

(Althaus et al 2013, p. 62). The five-step sequence is employed to appraise the quality of the 

policy analysis. The primary data source for the analysis is the documentation that 

accompanied the originating COAG Communiqué, namely the Report on Progress and the 

briefing paper that recommended the establishment of the Trials Project (COAG 2002a).  

The COAG briefing paper was four and a half pages in length and included an introduction, a 

set of recommendations and a discussion entitled “Future Directions”. The briefing paper is 

presented as the first section of the previously described Report on Progress (COAG 2002a). 
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Collectively, the briefing paper and the Report on Progress formed the official 

documentation accompanying COAG’s announcement of the Trials Project. Any other policy 

papers, or references to other relevant policy papers, were not discovered for this research 

and therefore it proceeds on the assumption that there were no others.  

a) Formulate the problem  

The briefing paper followed the formulation of the problem as outlined in COAG’s 

‘reconciliation framework’ (COAG 2000). Effectively, the formulation of the problem was in 

accordance with the then Commonwealth Government’s policy of ‘practical reconciliation’ 

but this is not explicitly stated. The problem was formulated as a need to improve service-

delivery to Indigenous communities and did not refer to the so-called ‘symbolic’ issues of 

reconciliation. The briefing paper does not ground this formulation of the problem with 

theory. For example, it could have clarified how the political distinction between ‘practical’ 

and ‘symbolic’ reconciliation was valid for policy purposes. Such clarification may have 

highlighted potential risks to the effective implementation of the policy.  

It is likely this formulation of the problem was undertaken by the “Senior Officials Working 

Group” *for Reconciliation], which was working directly to the Prime Minister in his role as 

Chair of COAG. This Senior Officials Working Group also coordinated the preparation of the 

Report on Progress (COAG 2001, p. 5). There is no further information about this Working 

Group or its role but it appears to be a relatively new working group, whose authority 

superseded the established Ministerial Council for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Affairs (MCATSIA) Senior Officials Working Group.  

This Reconciliation Senior Officials Working Group represented a new type of approach to 

facilitate overarching government-coordination on specific issues. The approach involved 

the creation of a new temporary structure based on Prime Ministerial powers and bestowed 

with authority to surpass the existing structures. This was a common approach to facilitate 
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joined-up government in the United Kingdom. Kavanagh and Richards (2001) cautioned such 

an approach might result in implementation problems:  

This demonstrates the tensions between institutional coordination and 

Prime-minister led joined-upness in policy-making. In the former 

departments retain a sense of ownership; in the latter they may feel 

threatened (Kavanagh and Richards 2001, p. 17).   

This approach raises the question of whether the formulation of the problem essentially by 

the Prime Minister’s office would ensure there was sufficient buy-in from the line-

departments who would be responsible for the implementation of the policy.  

b) Set out objectives and goals  

The briefing paper does not present a specifically-headed section that clearly states the 

objectives of the policy but they may be inferred from various statements throughout the 

briefing paper. The lack of clarity of the objectives is problematic and lends itself to be a 

source of confusion during implementation of the policy.  

Nevertheless, it is stated in the introduction to the briefing paper that it “outlines a new 

focus on whole-of-government cooperation in partnership with communities” (COAG 2002a, 

p. 2). The statement introduces the two separate concepts to be implemented by the trials 

but the briefing paper does not define or seek to explain the concepts of “whole of 

government cooperation” and “partnership with communities”. Further, neither the briefing 

paper nor the accompanying Report on Progress review the relevant literature related to 

previous experience in implementing these two concepts.  

Some further indication of the policy objectives may be inferred from other broad 

aspirational statements in the briefing paper. For example, it states that the intended 

reforms “could lead to real gains in addressing Indigenous disadvantage…” (p. 4) (my 
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emphasis) but it does not specify what the intended “real gains” were and how they might 

be achieved. It also states the trials will:  

1) “…need to examine critically the way in which services are funded and delivered”; 

2) “…be exploring ways to enable Commonwealth and state and territory governments to 

better integrate our efforts in service delivery to target specific communities or 

regions”; and  

3) “…re-engineer programmes to respond to local needs through effective partnerships 

between governments and communities” (COAG 2002a, p. 4).  

The concern about these broad directive statements is the lack of further detail about the 

intended nature and limits of the respective ‘critical examination’, ‘exploration of new ways’ 

and ‘program re-engineering’. The Commonwealth, State and Territory Government line-

agencies, which were responsible for each trial site, were left to review and interpret the 

relevant literature themselves but this did not happen. A later Synopsis Review of the COAG 

Trials Project found:  

In six of the Trial sites evaluators reported that the objectives of the Trial 

were not well understood by communities; this also relates to the 

assessment that expectations were too high in most of the communities. 

With respect to governments, almost all of the evaluations identified that 

government officers involved in most of the Trials also had a limited 

understanding of what ‘whole of government’ meant (Morgan Disney et al 

2006c, p. 19).  

The consequence of unclear objectives was insufficient direction about what COAG 

intended from these two concepts. Those responsible for implementation were effectively 

starting, unnecessarily, from a zero-base of knowledge. For example, there were no 

cautions about the highly experimental nature of both concepts yet the literature at the 

time highlighted the difficulties experienced by others in attempting to implement the 

notion of whole-of-government coordination (Kavanagh and Richards 2001; Wilkins 2002; 
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Hunt 2005) and the challenges associated with realising the ideals of participatory 

democracy through partnerships between governments and communities (Williams and 

Stewart 1992, Stewart, Williams and Carter 1993; Edwards 2001; Gigu re 2001).  

The absence of such important detail may be viewed as insufficient articulation of the 

underlying assumptions of the policy, or the program theory. A program theory articulates 

how the intervention, in this case the COAG Trials Project, will contribute to a chain of 

intermediate results and finally to the intended or observed outcomes (Funnell and Rogers 

2011, p. xix). A good program theory is beneficial to implementation by: 

 Enabling stakeholders to agree on what they are trying to do and how;  

 Helping to improve planning by highlighting gaps;  

 Highlighting opportunities for collaboration; and  

 Supporting the development of meaningful performance indicators to track 

progress (Funnell and Rogers 2011, p. xx).  

The risk of a poor program theory is the creation of a Procrustean bed, which refers to the 

legend of the fearsome Greek hotelier who would adjust his guests to match the length of 

his bed, stretching the short and trimming off the legs of the tall (Funnell and Rogers 2011, 

p. xxi). A clear articulation of the program theory also assists the evaluation of the program. 

It enables an evaluation to explore “hypotheses about whether program failures are more 

likely attributable to a poor theory, poor implementation of the theory, or how the program 

is situated within its wider enabling (or disabling) context” (Funnell and Rogers 2011, p. 

294).  

It is acknowledged that a literature review and the program theory are not usually 

presented in a briefing paper but it is usually an important element of policy development. 

A comprehensive policy paper would have found that the two aims had already been tried 

and tested for a decade under COAG’s 1992 National commitment to improved outcomes in 
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the delivery of programs and services for Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islanders with 

no appreciable impact on overall Indigenous disadvantage (ATSI SJC 2000, p. 87). Such 

acknowledgement may have prompted in a finer policy analysis to underpin the form and 

content of COAG Trials Project.  

The lack of a clearly articulated program theory also raises the question of whether the 

COAG Trials Project in its formulation of the problem as a service-delivery issue, could 

achieve the socioeconomic outcomes that COAG intended. At the time, some researchers 

were doubtful:  

Altman and Hunter argue that ‘the term ‘practical reconciliation’ implies that 

it is relatively straightforward to address Indigenous disadvantage’, but ‘the 

multifaceted and historically ingrained nature of this disadvantage means 

that deficits in particular social indicators might not be amenable to easy 

solutions’ such as simply increasing funding. Further, they argue, ‘physical 

and psycho-emotional needs must be satisfied simultaneously. One of the 

major problems with the practical reconciliation agenda is that it fails to 

recognise that many of the practical outcomes highlighted are driven, 

directly and indirectly, by social, cultural and spiritual needs’ (Pratt 2005, p. 

156).  

Overall, the briefing paper simply reiterates the broadly stated commitments of COAG’s 

‘reconciliation framework’ and provides only a little more detail, still at the level of 

principle, about how the trials were to transpire. It is concluded that the descriptions of the 

objectives in the briefing paper were not sufficient for a nationally significant project of this 

nature. The consequences of unclear objectives would manifest in the implementation and 

evaluation of the Project.  

c) Identify decision parameters  

This discussion considers the decision parameters that guided the development of the 

COAG trials policy. Clear decision parameters enable policy developers to frame options for 
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achieving the desired outcomes (Althaus et al 2013, p. 66). Generally, the decision 

parameters would include; 1) ministerial and/or departmental objectives, 2) availability of 

new resources, 3) timeframes for consideration and action, and 4) relative priority of the 

policy (Althaus et al 2013, p. 66).  

The decision parameters for the development of the COAG trials policy are not explicitly 

stated in the available documentation. It is evident a well-researched and comprehensive 

paper with options was not produced to underpin the COAG trials policy. It is not even 

certain who set the decision parameters for developing the COAG trials policy although it is 

evident the briefing paper was prepared by a Senior Officials Working Group for 

Reconciliation, which reported to the COAG Chair and Prime Minister for Reconciliation 

John Howard.  

Nevertheless, the content of the briefing paper sheds some light on the nature of the 

decision parameters. For example, it is evident the COAG trials policy was intended to follow 

the form of the Federal Coalition’s policy of practical reconciliation and COAG’s previously 

endorsed “practical reconciliation framework” (COAG 2000). Other deducible decision 

parameters include:  

1. Series of up to 10 trials, which were to be focused on reforming the bureaucratic 

interactions between the various governments involved, and between the governments 

and Indigenous communities;  

2. There is no mention of a budget for the trials;  

3. Only one timeframe was set, which was the trial sites were to be selected and finalised 

within approximately three months; and  

4. The three-month timeframe to establish the national Project and finalise negotiations 

with the communities indicates COAG intended a high priority.  
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It is suggested that collectively the decision parameters were too broad and insufficient to 

support the development of a policy that would achieve the intended goal of improved 

socioeconomic outcomes in the trial communities. For example, the literature at the time 

highlighted the difficulties of implementing the broad aims of the COAG Trials Project but 

there was no budget or strategy to guide the various government agencies in trialling these 

radically ‘new’ approaches. Further, while the timeframe emphasised the priority, in 

hindsight, it was unrealistic. Most of the trial sites were announced about a year later and 

the final trial site was announced 24 months later. It reiterates the degree of prior policy 

analysis was wanting.  

The Australian Policy Handbook warns that insufficient policy analysis and unclear decision 

parameters suggests a “wicked or intractable problem” and at a minimum indicates, “more 

research and thinking is required” (Althaus et al 2013, p. 67). It states policy advisors must 

be “honest in their appraisal”, which may include a retreat back to the element of issue 

identification because the “failure to develop viable options reflects muddy thinking about 

the nature of the problem itself” (Althaus et al 2013, p. 67).  

It is evident that the main decision parameter for the COAG trials policy was the broadly 

stated commitments of principle in COAG’s ‘practical reconciliation framework’. It also 

appears the policy was developed in haste to manage the public release of the damning 

Report on Progress of the first two years of this framework’s implementation (COAG 2002a, 

p. 2). In light of these imperatives, it would have taken a fearless and well-informed public 

servant to give an honest appraisal to the Prime Minister for Reconciliation that his policy 

parameters were unlikely to achieve the desired socioeconomic outcomes and that he may 

need to reassess his understanding of the nature of the problem.  



110 
 

d) Search for alternatives  

The objective of the search phase is to acquire as much relevant information as required to 

identify possible responses and narrow the options to those most likely to achieve the 

objectives (Althaus et al 2013, pp. 67-68). As previously stated, it appears that an in-depth 

policy analysis did not occur prior to announcing the Trials Project and there is no discussion 

in the briefing paper about alternative policy options.  

The Report on Progress that was attached to the briefing paper briefly describes a number 

of policies and programs, some with very similar objectives as the Trials Project, already 

underway around the country but it does not consider whether these as alternative options 

to achieve the goal of improved socioeconomic outcomes. An example of an existing 

Commonwealth Government program at the time of a very similar nature to the proposed 

trials was the Community Participation Agreements (CPA) program. The CPA program was 

an alternative policy option, which should have been considered. The CPA program was 

described as “a significant tool for advancing the objectives of Indigenous communities or 

regions as they relate to aspects of government service delivery” (ATSI SJC 2004, p. 51).  

ATSIC in partnership with the Department of Family and Community Services and Centrelink 

administered the CPA under the Commonwealth Government’s then Australians Working 

Together welfare-reform package. It had a detailed policy framework and had been funded 

with a significant budget of $30.5 million over four years from the Commonwealth Budget 

2001-02 (ATSI SJC 2004, p. 51) (my emphasis). A key principle of the CPA program was 

‘mutual responsibility’, which was a key plank of the Commonwealth Government’s policy 

for improving outcomes from service delivery to Indigenous communities. Administrators of 

the CPA program advised a Senate Estimates Committee in 2002 that consultations were 

already underway with at least 15 communities and they were “reasonably confident” that 

there would be 94 communities participating in the program by 2005. They also advised that 
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some tendering had commenced for community development and capacity building services 

(Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee 2002b, p. 32).  

The CPA program had also been the subject of a feasibility study in the form of a one-year 

pilot project in Mutitjulu, a remote Indigenous community located near Uluru in the 

Northern Territory. The feasibility study produced comprehensive and detailed 

recommendations about implementation. The study found that a whole-of-government 

approach is needed and that a partnership with the community is essential to successful 

implementation (Smith 2001, p. 38). These were the same two key aims of the COAG Trials 

Project. A full reading of the report of the pilot project at Mutitjulu reveals that in many 

respects, the COAG Trials Project duplicated the CPA program. Had the briefing paper 

considered alternative policy options, the COAG Trials Project could have benefited from 

knowledge attained from the feasibility study of the Mutitjulu pilot. For it example, it issued 

this caution:  

There may also be resistance from government institutions with vested 

program and service-delivery interests, who may argue against entering a 

credible partnership that requires devolving genuine decision-making 

responsibilities down to a community level. The proposed Agreement is as 

much a demonstration project for government, as it is for the community. 

For government, the Agreements represent a litmus test for its stated 

intention to develop a coordinated approach to delivering the necessary 

support and funding (Smith 2001, p. 46).  

The COAG trials briefing paper did not consider the CPA program, with some incremental 

modification, as an alternative policy option. This is remarkable because the CPA program 

was well-researched, well-framed, well-budgeted and in line with a key plank of 

Commonwealth Government policy. Exploring the potential for an alternative policy such as 

the CPA would represent the usually preferred conservative approach of policy 

‘incrementalism’ (Althaus et al 2013, p. 66).  
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Instead of modifying the CPA program, the COAG Trials Project built a new complex public 

administration governance framework including a Commonwealth Ministerial Taskforce, a 

Secretaries Group, a new project secretariat plus the corresponding arrangements in each 

State and Territory. Further, unlike the CPA program, there was no budget allocation for the 

COAG Trials Project, which may have delayed the implementation. Evidence Bill Farmer, 

Secretary of DIMIA gave to a Senate estimates committee illustrates that the funding issues 

had not yet been resolved seven months after COAG first announced the Trials Project:  

In terms of the funds that might be available in any particular community, as 

yet no particular protocols have been negotiated for determining whether 

the Secretary or the department that is the lead agency in a particular 

community would have access to funds from another agency (Senate Legal 

and Constitutional Legislation Committee, 22 November 2002, p. 34).  

It is evident there was not a robust policy analysis to underpin the COAG trials the policy 

and this negatively affected its implementation. The COAG trials briefing paper did not 

consider the CPA program, perhaps with some incremental modification, as an alternative 

policy option. It appears the briefing paper’s recommendation to establish a new parallel 

series of trials was predetermined rather than the product of a comprehensive policy 

analysis.  

e) Propose a solution or options  

The briefing paper presented a specific recommendation and there is no discussion to 

support why this was the preferred approach. It stated:  

… 3) That COAG further agree that:  

(a) Senior officials will oversee up to 10 trials of a whole-of-governments 

approach to addressing the needs of identified communities and regions, in 

cooperation with communities and ATSIC; and  

(b) A progress report on development of the whole-of-government trials will 

be presented to COAG at its next meeting (COAG 2002a, p. 3)  
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Summary of Policy Analysis  

In summary, this analysis has demonstrated the policy analysis in the briefing paper and the 

accompanying Report on Progress was insufficient, particularly for a COAG policy of national 

significance. Collectively, the reports presented a scant policy justification for the COAG 

Trials Project, which was mostly confined to expressions of principle. The key aims of 

‘partnership’ and ‘whole-of-government approach’ were not even defined. There was no 

articulation of the underlying program theory or discussion of previous experience in 

implementing the two recommended concepts. It did not describe operational parameters 

such as who will be responsible, timeframes, budgets and accountability measures. It would 

normally be expected that this level of detail would be incorporated into a policy paper for a 

national policy of this magnitude.  

The COAG senior officials working group that prepared the briefing paper may view this as 

mislaid criticism because it was COAG that “initiated” the Project and that government 

process for policy analysis is unlikely to be sequentially linear (Althaus et al 2013, p. 42). 

Acknowledging the political prerogative, the consequence of inadequate prior policy 

analysis would be implementation delays and confusion. This is evident in the following 

exchange at a Senate Supplementary Estimates Hearing between Senator Ludwig and Bill 

Farmer, then Secretary of the Department for Immigration, Multicultural and Indigenous, 

which occurred some seven months after the COAG announcement:  

Senator LUDWIG: Is there any discussion paper or document which details 

how you are going to progress this? It seems that it is a little ad hoc at the 

moment. That may be just the impression you are giving me; that is the 

impression I am gaining. I am more interested in how the remaining eight 

communities are going to be selected and what process is going to be used. 

Your department is usually very good at providing documents as to how the 

processes will go ahead and how they will be dealt with; and how they will 

be ordered in the end to make sure that they have been undertaken 

appropriately and that the monies have been expended and accounted for. 



114 
 

Mr Farmer: Yes. There is a lot of work going on now about an evaluation 

framework for the trials. Also, quite a bit of work has gone into a public 

affairs policy so that, as we move further towards selecting and announcing 

communities, details will be made available as to how the trials will work. We 

are developing these papers in consultation, of course, with the other 

jurisdictions (Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee, 22 

November 2002, p. 35) (my emphasis).  

This exchange demonstrates that some seven months after the Project was announced, 

DIMIA, the Commonwealth Department with overall responsibility for the implementation 

of the trials was still developing an evaluation framework, a public affairs policy and most 

importantly, the details “as to how the trials will work”.   
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Element 3: Policy instrument  

The policy instrument is “the means governments use to achieve their ends” and it is 

recommended that the policy instrument be matched precisely to the objectives (Althaus et 

al 2013, p. 90). However, in practice, “choosing the approach first and analysing the 

problem later is more common than expected”; and when this occurs, the instrument 

becomes the solution in search of a problem (Althaus et al 2013 p. 91). It has been argued 

earlier in this chapter this appears to be the approach for the COAG Trials Project (see 

section titled Search for alternatives).  

It appears a series of trials was decided upon and the detail about how each would be 

implemented would be progressively determined after they were announced. The COAG 

Communiqué that announced the trials was limited to presenting mostly undefined 

principles and there was practically no detail about how the trials should proceed, not even 

in the accompanying briefing paper. There was no overriding strategy or plan for the policy 

instrument. The following exchange at a Senate Supplementary Estimates Hearing between 

Senator Ludwig and Bill Farmer, then Secretary of the Department for Immigration, 

Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs illustrates this. It occurred seven months after the 

COAG announcement:  

Senator LUDWIG—You still seem to be telling me that it is a little vague. Can 

you comfort me a bit more? I am getting messages of ‘ad hoc’ and ‘vague’. 

Mr Farmer—We are going into new territory. 

Senator LUDWIG—Now we are going into the unknown! 

Mr Farmer—No; I do not think so. This is a process that the Council of 

Australian Governments initiated. There has been quite a bit of public 

reference to the COAG initiative. Officials are moving very quickly to 

implement the COAG decision. In terms of how these trials will operate on 

the ground, we have made a great deal of progress in talking with our state 
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colleagues (Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee, 22 

November 2002, p. 35).  

In November 2003, Diane Hawgood, Executive Director of the ICCT, acknowledged the lack 

of detailed strategy for the policy to Senator Crossin in a Senate Estimates Hearing some 

nineteen months after the policy announcement:  

Senator CROSSIN—So all of the eight organisations involved have been given 

guidelines in how to prepare for the COAG trials, or have you been working 

with them on what they can expect to gain from the trials? 

Ms Hawgood—No, there are no formal guidelines about the trials per se, on 

the basis that work at each trial site has been somewhat different (Senate 

Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee, Tuesday 4 November 2003, 

p. 7) (my emphasis).  

The Australian Policy Handbook presents a list of criteria to assist in appraising the policy 

instrument:  

 Appropriateness;  

 Efficiency;  

 Effectiveness;  

 Equity;  

 Suitability;  

 Workability; and  

 Scalability (Althaus et al 2013, p. 100). 

A brief comment is made for each criterion to analyse the choice of policy instrument for 

the COAG Trials Project. In relation to the first criterion of appropriateness, the Australian 

Policy Handbook identifies five types of policy instruments:  

 Advocacy - arguing a case ;  

 Networks – working together to solve problems in the community;  
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 Money – using spending and taxing powers;  

 Government action – delivering services; and  

 Law – using legislative power (Althaus et al 2013, p. 90).  

The intention of the policy was to re-engineer existing programs and services (government 

action policy instrument) by establishing partnerships between government and community 

at the trial site level to determine priorities and design delivery (networks policy 

instrument). The brief proposed that COAG drive the government action and the formation 

of new networks for each trial site.  

The membership and authority of COAG may suggest that it was an appropriate body to 

drive a national project with the objective of improving whole-of-government coordination 

between the Commonwealth, State, Territory and Local Government agencies involved in 

Indigenous affairs. There were many other alternative options to lay responsibility for the 

Project including the Commonwealth Cabinet, the Ministerial Council for Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Affairs, the Commonwealth Department of Immigration, Multicultural 

and Indigenous Affairs or ATSIC. It could also have been driven from an existing committee 

in the health or housing portfolio for example. However, none of these had the peak 

authority of COAG. COAG also had some authority to instigate increased money and 

legislative reforms to support the policy. In terms of driving significant national 

governmental reform, it appears COAG was an appropriate element of the policy 

instrument.  

However, the high-level COAG ownership could present problems for the criterion of 

efficiency, particularly to draw upon its authority to enforce urgent local-level decisions that 

may be challenging firmly established public administration operational and financial policy. 

In terms of the next criterion of effectiveness, the high-level and high-profile ownership 

may have been effective in garnering early momentum for reform across the myriad of 
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government agencies and in the trial communities but the evidence from the evaluations 

indicates that greater decision-making power needed to be decentralised to the trial site 

level once the trials were underway. It appears the authority of COAG may have been too 

high to support the efficiency and effectiveness criteria.  

In terms of the criterion of equity, the partnership principle was one of the Project’s two 

key aims. Interestingly, COAG did not share overall responsibility for the Project in 

partnership with Indigenous representatives, such as the national ATSIC Board. This 

suggests some inequity in the choice of COAG as the responsible institution for the policy 

instrument, and perhaps a trade-off for COAG’s peak authority. The evidence from the 

evaluations indicates that there were significant problems with implementing the 

partnership principle in the trial sites. Had COAG formalised its own equitable partnership 

with Indigenous representatives to oversee the COAG Trials Project, it is suggested this 

would benefited the entire Project.  

The criterion of suitability asks whether there will be any conflict with existing policies or 

processes. As highlighted earlier, the potential for conflict was high because there were 

numerous other very similar existing policies at the national and state/territory level, for 

example, the Commonwealth CPA program, the Queensland Government’s Cape York 

Partnerships Strategy and the South Australian Government’s strategy for the Anangu-

Pitjantjatjara Lands. The evidence from the evaluations demonstrates that the overlap with 

similar existing policies and programs was a source of implementation and evaluation 

problems. This suggests the elected policy instrument may not have been suitable.  

The workability criterion relates to whether it is simple, robust and implementable. The 

evidence from the evaluations highlights that there was much confusion by government and 

Indigenous partners at every trial site about the objectives of the Trials Project and how to 

implement them (see for example, Morgan Disney et al 2006c, p. 19). Both of the Trials 
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Project’s aims, namely ‘whole-of-government coordination’ and ‘government and 

community working-in-partnership’, would require substantial reforms to deeply 

entrenched bureaucratic norms. Previous Australian and overseas experience had already 

demonstrated that both aims were very difficult to realise in any sustainable way (MAC 

2004; Hunt 2005). Therefore, it may be asked whether these settings for the policy 

instrument were a workable match to achieve the desired socioeconomic outcomes.  

Finally, the scalability criterion asks whether there was flexibility in the instrument to adapt 

to changing circumstances. The very broad parameters of the COAG trials policy may be 

interpreted as one of its strengths as it was sufficiently flexible to be applied according to 

the circumstances of the various trial sites. Further, the existence of formal decision-making 

mechanisms at both the trial site-level and the national level indicates the potential for 

scalability within the policy instrument. However, the evidence in the evaluations indicates 

that there was too much flexibility resulting in much confusion across most of the trial sites 

about the objectives of the Project. 

In summary, it is evident that the policy instrument was selected first and then the problem 

analysis would occur later. This is less than ideal and was a risky approach for such a 

significant national Project of this nature. Then newly appointed Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Social Justice Commissioner, Tom Calma, was concerned the choice of policy 

instrument meant the Project became lost in the bureaucracy. He wrote:  

Proceeding through administrative procedures provides the Government 

with great flexibility in how it implements the new arrangements. It also 

makes the new arrangements less transparent and more difficult to 

scrutinise. It has the potential, particularly over time, to make it more 

difficult for the Government to be held accountable for its performance. This 

is particularly so if monitoring and evaluation processes are not sufficiently 

rigorous (ATSI SJC 2005, p. 96). 
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The choice of COAG as the owner of the policy instrument had its potential strengths and 

weaknesses. Its potential strengths related to its authority to drive national administrative 

reforms to government coordination however, the evidence from the evaluations suggests 

that its authority was too high to be efficiently and effectively employed at the trial site-

level. In addition, the interests of each State and Territory Government may not been given 

due attention at the COAG-level. Its potential weaknesses include the lack of a formal 

partnership between COAG and ATSIC to oversee the trial. As a result, there may have been 

insufficient attention and priority to State/Territory Government and Indigenous-related 

issues at the strategic level, and in turn, at the trial site-level. 
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Element 4: Consultation  

The issue under consideration here is the degree and quality of consultation that was 

undertaken as part of the policy development process for the COAG Trials Project. Of 

particular interest is whether the prior consultation for the COAG trials policy was 

equivalent to a partnership-style approach, which COAG had endorsed in November 2000 as 

the preferred manner for Indigenous involvement in the design and delivery of services and 

programs (COAG 2000). The Policy Handbook says there are different types of consultation, 

which may be scaled according to the degree of community interaction and influence, with 

minimal interaction involving ‘information’ through to ‘consultation’, ‘partnership’, 

‘delegation’ and ‘control’ (Davis 1996 as quoted in Althaus et al 2013, p. 114). For the 

purposes of this discussion, note partnership is on the more complex side of the interaction-

spectrum compared to consultation.  

No other documentation that mentioned the COAG trials policy prior to its announcement 

in the COAG Communiqué of 5 April 2002 was discovered for this study. Further, there is no 

indication in the briefing paper that any Indigenous representatives were consulted about 

the COAG trials policy prior to its announcement. In light of the significance of the COAG 

trials policy, this is surprising. It suggests there was little, if any, consultation undertaken 

prior to the COAG announcement, especially partnership-style ‘consultation’.  

The lack of consultation with Indigenous representatives about the COAG Trials Project prior 

to its announcement raises the question of whether COAG itself was bound to follow the 

partnership-principle that it had endorsed in November 2000. The Australian Policy 

Handbook says consultation draws relevant communities of interest into the policy process. 

It can improve trust, and result in better policy and implementation decisions (Althaus et al 

2013, p. 124). These factors suggest that COAG should have developed the COAG trials 
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policy in partnership with Indigenous representatives and relevant government agencies 

across the jurisdictions. At the time, Wayne Gibbons, ATSIC’s Chief Executive Officer, stated:  

The Commission wants to be involved from the beginning of any policy 

development process affecting Indigenous Australians and to contribute 

meaningfully (ATSIC 2002a, p. 20). 

COAG may argue however that there was already a clear appetite across Indigenous 

communities for the type of arrangements being proposed by the COAG Trials Project as 

evidenced by numerous existing arrangements with similar commitment including the 

Commonwealth Government’s Community Participation Agreements program, the 

Queensland Government’s Ten Year Partnership strategy and the Western Australian 

Government’s strategy encapsulated in its Statement of Commitment to a New and Just 

Relationship. Could such consultations be regarded as a sufficient proxy for the COAG Trials 

Project? The simple answer is no and the reason is the details of the implementation, which 

were not yet worked out, are important.  

Further, COAG may also point to another consultation process, which had involved some 

Indigenous representation and was clearly influential in shaping the COAG Trials Project. 

This consultation process occurred in October 2000. It was entitled Indigenous Families and 

Communities Roundtable and Prime Minister Howard initiated it.13 It “mapped out a way 

forward to tackle the major issues affecting Indigenous communities” (Newman and Herron 

2000, p. 9). The Roundtable “called for a new approach involving a partnership between 

governments and communities” and recommended “Government programs should be 

delivered on a strategic, coordinated and a whole-of-government basis” (Newman and 

                                                             
13

 The Prime Minister asked the Honourable Senator Jocelyn Newman, then Minister for Family 
and Community Services and the Honourable Senator John Herron, then Minister for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Affairs to convene the one-day Roundtable with a handful of select 
Indigenous leaders. One notable absence was Dr Bill Jonas, then Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Social Justice Commissioner (Newman and Herron 2000, p. 9). 
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Herron 2000, p. 9). These principles were adopted as the two aims for the COAG trials 

policy.  

There may be concerns about relying on this Roundtable as a consultation process for the 

COAG Trials Project. First, it was only a one-day discussion involving a small group of 

Indigenous persons handpicked by the two Ministers’ offices. From the Ministers’ 

perspective, with limited time and resources, this may be regarded as sufficient to map out 

a way forward for Indigenous affairs. However, from the community perspective, it may be 

regarded as insufficient for such a complex and important issue. Second, the Roundtable’s 

recommendations only amounted to “a range of principles” and contained no detail 

(Newman and Herron 2000, p. 9). Finally, the Roundtable was more akin to a traditional 

consultation process than partnership-style consultation (COAG 2000).  

In summary, this discussion demonstrates the degree of direct consultation prior to the 

announcement of the COAG Trials Project was insufficient for both the Indigenous 

representatives and the line-agencies at the Commonwealth, State and Territory 

Government levels. Finally, the lack of consultation lends corroboration to the earlier 

suggestion the COAG Trials Project was a case of policy-on-the-run to avert the political 

damage of the contents of the Report on Progress, which showed poor progress in the first 

two years of implementation of the ‘practical reconciliation framework’. 
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Element 5: Coordination  

The issue under consideration here is the degree and quality of government coordination 

that was undertaken as part of the policy development process. Government coordination 

at the policy development stage may ensure government programs work together, are not 

at cross-purposes, and assists in assigning priority to competing proposals (Althaus et al 

2013, p. 132).  

The membership of the COAG senior officials working group for reconciliation that prepared 

the briefing paper is unknown but it is likely that it comprised of representatives from some 

of the Commonwealth, State and Territory governments. If so, then this should indicate 

some prior government coordination. Further, it is highly likely that the then COAG Chair, 

Prime Minister John Howard, would have authorised the briefing paper to be tabled on the 

agenda and that each member of COAG would have received a copy of the briefing paper 

and its recommendations prior to the meeting. It is also apparent that all members of COAG 

endorsed the briefing paper and its recommendation. This suggests there was some prior 

high-level intergovernmental coordination as a result of COAG’s membership14 and role15.  

It is stated in the briefing paper that the “Commonwealth and some jurisdictions have 

already entered into preliminary discussions about where such an approach could be 

trialled” (COAG 2002a, p. 4). The COAG senior officials’ working group was “exploring ways 

to enable Commonwealth and state and territory governments to better integrate our 

efforts in service delivery to target specific communities or regions” (COAG 2002a, p. 4). 

These two statements illustrate that some further prior government coordination had 

occurred between officials about the proposal for a series of trials.  

                                                             
14

 It is comprised of the leaders of the nation’s primary central agencies, namely Department of 
the Prime Minister and Cabinet, the State Departments’ of Premier and Cabinet, the Territories’ 
Chief Ministers Departments and the Chairperson of the Australian Local Government 
Association. 
15

 See Heads of Government, Communiqué 11 May 1992, Canberra, pp. 1-2. 
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The nature of COAG infers some very high-level intergovernmental coordination occurred 

prior to the policy announcement but it was limited to senior officials from the central 

agencies of the government jurisdictions, namely the Department of the Prime Minister and 

Cabinet, the Departments of the Premier and Cabinet, the Chief Ministers’ Departments and 

the specialist Indigenous-affairs agencies. There is no evidence to indicate that ATSIC, as a 

Commonwealth Government department, was a part of this preliminary high-level 

government coordination.  

It is evident the degree of high-level government coordination in the policy development 

process resulted only in an agreement-of-principle “to trial a whole-of-government 

approach in cooperation with up to ten selected communities or regions” (COAG 2002b, p. 

4). The details of implementation were yet to be worked out. This approach had strengths 

and weaknesses. It may be argued that the lack of detail was by design, as this would enable 

greatest flexibility for each trial site to test what works best for the local circumstances. 

However, the lack of definition of the Trials Project’s two aims in the briefing paper signals 

an erring on too much flexibility and insufficient direction.  

The Australian Policy Handbook describes the practical benefits from a wider process of 

prior government coordination:  

Government looks very different from the viewpoint of a line department 

than from the centre, because people are pursuing very different purposes. 

Central agencies matter because they help government to operate as a single 

unit. But unless line departments and network partners are allowed to get on 

with the tangible business of government – delivering services – coordination 

is a pointless paper exercise (Althaus et al 2013, p. 153).  

The line agencies often know the priority community issues at the local level and the key 

non-government stakeholders, which may have raised the need for finer attention to the 

policy settings prior to being announced. In this case, such a process would have provided 
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an opportunity for ATSIC, the Commonwealth Department of Family and Community 

Services and Centrelink to advise the COAG senior officials working group that a series of 

very similar trials, the CPA program, was already being implemented with a $30.5 million 

budget under the Australians Working Together program. It may also have enabled the 

relevant Commonwealth, State and Territory Government line agencies, and Local 

Governments, to design processes for government coordination at the trial site service-

delivery level.  

From a policy perspective, the choice of COAG driving the trials produced a strong sense of 

leadership by the Australian governments’ central agencies and a degree of policy 

coherence but there was also a lack of government coordination involving the line agencies 

at the service delivery level that would ultimately be responsible for realising the Trial 

Project’s aims.  
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Element 6: Decision to proceed  

COAG was not the only option to assign responsibility for the trials to proceed. Assigning 

responsibility to COAG for the series of trials was a simpler and quicker option compared to 

seeking Commonwealth Cabinet authorisation. Commonwealth Cabinet authorisation in all 

likelihood would have necessitated similar authorisation from the Cabinet of each State and 

Territory jurisdiction to ensure equitable commitment by each jurisdiction to the whole-of-

government principle underpinning the proposed trials. Assigning responsibility to COAG 

may also have had the effect of strengthening the authority of the central agencies’ in the 

Indigenous affairs portfolio and enabling some policy coherence across the Australian 

governments.  

However, assigning responsibility for the Trials Project to Commonwealth Cabinet and 

consequentially each jurisdiction’s Cabinet would have triggered far greater prior 

contemplation involving the line agencies. The strict format of the Cabinet submission 

demands detail and process against a checklist of questions about the policy proposal. 

Cabinet processes mandate a high degree of government coordination and consultation 

prior to submission. For example, Cabinet submissions require multi-agency endorsement 

including the Department of Treasury for budget implications and the Public Service 

Commission for public management implications. The Australian Policy Handbook describes 

the reasons for the rigour:  

Public servants, ministers and advisers complain at times about the elaborate 

procedures, secrecy and ritual of cabinet deliberations. However, such 

routines are an important control mechanism. They introduce rigour. They 

spare cabinet from incomplete or inappropriate submissions. Routines 

ensure sufficient minimum information before a topic is discussed. They 

structure decision making, creating a sequence that invites analysis of 

proposals from a range of perspectives. Finally cabinet rules establish clear 

responsibilities for implementation, making decisions the specific 
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responsibility of particular ministers and agencies (Althaus et al 2013, p. 

166).  

In light of the significant theoretical and practical challenges posed by the aims for whole-

of-government coordination and government-community partnerships, such rigorous prior 

analysis by the various government line-agencies may have been prudent. It would likely 

have benefited the implementation of the policy. The Australian Policy Handbook makes a 

recommendation to this effect:  

Advisers should develop implementation plans during policy development to 

ensure timely implementation… (Althaus et al 2013, p. 168).  

In this case, Cabinet authorisation would have required details that the COAG authorisation 

was lacking.  
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Conclusions of the policy development  

This chapter has sought to appraise the quality of the policy development process that led 

to the COAG announcement for a series of trials. It has been demonstrated that the degree 

of prior policy analysis was extremely limited and therefore not of a quality sufficient for a 

national project of this nature. The policy analysis formulated the objectives in line with two 

long-standing principles for Indigenous affairs, namely whole-of-government coordination 

and decisive Indigenous involvement in the design and delivery of services. However, the 

policy analysis did not draw upon the experience to fine tune the objectives. This appraisal 

concluded the parameters for implementation of the Project’s two aims were too broad for 

immediate implementation without further policy guidance from the body of existing 

knowledge.  

It is also evident from the appraisal that Indigenous communities were not consulted about 

the policy prior to its announcement and there was minimal opportunity for prior 

government coordination at the Commonwealth, State and Territory service-delivery levels. 

The weight of attention was paid to ensuring high-level government coordination with 

insufficient attention to facilitating government-coordination at the service delivery level, 

where responsibility for implementing the trials was laid. This suggests inadequate attention 

was given to determining the best policy instrument. There is no evidence that other 

options were considered such as realigning the well-established and funded CPA program.  

The findings of this appraisal and the description of the sequence of circumstances that led 

to COAG’s announcement of the trials policy suggest it was a case of policy-on-the-run. It 

was prompted suddenly as a tool to manage the expected political fall-out from the 

simultaneous public release of the reported poor progress of the first two years of 

implementing the ‘practical reconciliation framework’. Further, it was found the COAG Trials 

Project was based fundamentally on the contested view that Reconciliation was solely an 
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issue about improving service-delivery as the means to improve the socioeconomic status of 

Indigenous Australians. While CAR also recommended the need to improve service-delivery, 

it also held the view that socioeconomic outcomes would not be realised without also 

addressing the wider social justice issues such as self-determination, Stolen Generations, 

land rights and a formal process to settle the modern foundations of Australia.  

Overall, the policy development processes of the COAG Trials Project simply restated two 

fundamental existing principles for Indigenous affairs, which had been in place in the form a 

national strategy endorsed by COAG since at least 1992, namely, ‘whole-of-government 

coordination’ and ‘government and communities working-in-partnership’. While it could not 

be regarded as trialling a new approach, it did provide the potential for a national concerted 

effort at realising the two fundamental principles. It also provided an opportunity for a keen 

focus on the quality of the public administration under the authoritative watch of COAG.  

Finally, this discussion demonstrates the COAG trials policy was burdened with wider 

political baggage of ‘practical reconciliation’, which was struggling to realise the universally 

desired socioeconomic improvements for Indigenous Australians. Patrick Sullivan, then 

Visiting Research Fellow, Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, 

description of the policy approach in 2005 lends corroboration to these findings:  

It was, however, a whole-of-government policy carrying considerable 

political baggage. It tended to reject all that had gone before as misguided, 

politically suspect, wasteful and corrupt (see e.g. Vanstone 2005), thus 

alienating those development activists, Indigenous and non-indigenous, who 

had devoted several decades of their lives to Indigenous advancement, and 

discrediting their collective knowledge. This presents the bureaucracy with 

the danger of simply reinventing the past in new guise. The policy was also 

from the start linked to a parallel, but not conceptually related, commitment 

to mutual responsibility in the delivery of social services. Thus weighed 

down, government officials took a running jump at one of the most complex 

areas of need affecting Australia with few, if any, conceptual tools about how 
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to do the integrated service delivery they were charged with, nor indeed 

with any consistent and elaborated idea of what it means (Sullivan 2005, p. 

3).  

A better driver would have been that it emerged as an evidence-based incremental 

refinement of more than thirty years of public administration experience of the Indigenous 

affairs system. It will be demonstrated that the consequences of the poor quality policy 

development manifested in the implementation and evaluation of the COAG Trials Project.  
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Timeline: Policy development 

DATE  EVENT  

12 Jun 1988 Prime Minister Bob Hawke commits to negotiating a treaty but this 
commitment is not realised  

5 Mar 1990  Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC) established  

Jan 1991  Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation (CAR) established  

15 Apr 1991 Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (RCIADIC) 
forwards Final Report to Government  

11 May 1992 Heads of Government endorsed the document, “Achieving Greater 
Coordination of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Programs and 
Services". This established a framework of principles and a plan of 
action for improved intergovernmental relations in Aboriginal 
affairs. Heads of Government recognised the role of ATSIC, but 
noted that its creation had introduced complexities into the 
relationship between governments. These would be addressed in 
the period ahead, in particular the operation of section 18 of the 
ATSIC Act in relation grants to states and Territories. 

2 Jun 1992 High Court of Australia extinguishes terra nullius in Mabo decision  

7 Dec 1992  COAG endorses National Commitment to improved outcomes in the 
delivery of programs and services for Aboriginal peoples and Torres 
Strait Islanders  

24 Dec 1993 Federal Parliament passes Native Title Act 1993 (Cth) 

11 Mar 1996 Federal Coalition wins election with Prime Minister John Howard  

23 Dec 1996 High Court of Australia decides pastoral leases do not extinguish 
native title in Wik decision   

April 1997 Prime Minister Howard announces 10-Point Plan to amend Native 
Title Act to nullify impact of Wik decision  

26 May 1997 Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission’s Bringing Them 
Home report tabled in Federal Parliament  
 

16 Dec 1997 Federal Government releases formal response to Bringing Them 
Home report rejecting an apology and financial compensation but 
emphasises practical nature of its $63million response  

3 Oct 1998 Federal Coalition wins election with Prime Minister John Howard 

Continued next page 
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27 May 2000 At Corroboree 2000, CAR presented the Australian Declaration 
Towards Reconciliation and the Roadmap for Reconciliation to the 
Prime Minister, other national leaders, the nation as a whole and 
250,000 walk across Sydney Harbour Bridge in support. 

3 Nov 2000  COAG endorses ‘reconciliation framework’  

31 Dec 2000  Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation expires – forwards Final Report 
to Government  

28 Mar 2001 Commonwealth Grants Commission presents Final Report of 
Indigenous Funding Inquiry to Federal Government Ministers 

8 Jun 2001 COAG reiterates commitment to ‘reconciliation framework’  

10 Nov 2001 Federal Coalition wins election with Prime Minister John Howard  

5 Apr 2002  COAG announces a series of trials by Communiqué  
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CHAPTER 4: IMPLEMENTATION 

 

INTRODUCTION  

This chapter analyses the implementation of the two aims of the COAG trials policy. The 

aims to pursue in each trial region were:  

1. Whole-of-government coordination; and  

2. A government-community partnership.  

Part A presents a literature review for each aim to develop a larger understanding of what 

the COAG Trials Project was trying to achieve and the nature of the challenges that needed 

to be overcome. Each aim is framed conceptually as a public administration theory. This 

enables an exploration of their theoretical and practical dimensions, from the broader 

context of democratic theory to the specific policy context of the Australian Indigenous 

affairs system. For each aim, a set of twelve key characteristics is extrapolated from the 

literature reviews to represent a benchmark for successful implementation.  

Part B considers how well the two theoretical concepts were implemented at each of the 

eight COAG trial sites. The developments in each trial are analysed against the 

benchmarking key characteristics, which were extrapolated in Part A, to determine, in 

effect, the degree of achievement of the COAG Trials Project’s two overriding aims. The full 

analysis is presented in Appendix A: Analysis of Implementation.1  This Part presents; a 

description of each trial, a summary table of results indicating the degree of achievement of 

each key characteristic as good, satisfactory or poor; and a description of the measured 

socioeconomic improvements attributed to the trial.  

                                                             
1
 A detailed explanation of the analytical method is presented in Chapter 2: Methodology. 
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Part C highlights some key themes from the analysis about the quality of public 

administration in implementing the COAG trials policy. It draws a correlation between the 

degree of achievement in implementing the Project’s two overriding aims against the 

benchmarking key characteristics and the degree of measured socioeconomic 

improvements for the Indigenous populations at each trial site.  
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PART A: THEORY  

Part A is comprised of two literature reviews. They present in effect a conceptual framework 

for each aim of the COAG Trials Project.  

Aim 1: Whole-of-Government Coordination  

This discussion seeks to build a theoretical and practical understanding of the COAG 

Project’s aim for ‘whole-of-government coordination’. It commences by presenting the 

features of the “whole-of-governments approach”2 that COAG explicitly directed for the 

Trials Project (COAG 2002b). It canvasses some definitional issues and then builds a more 

precise understanding of COAG’s intent with reference to the literature and the Indigenous 

affairs policy context leading up to Trials Project.  

It presents a potted history of relevant British and Australian experience in ‘horizontal’ and 

‘holistic’ government coordination throughout the twentieth century and the reasons for a 

resurgence of attention to the concepts by many western democracies at the turn of the 

twenty first century. It highlights the concept of ‘whole-of-government coordination’ was 

viewed at the time as a new challenge for mainstream Australian Governments but it had 

been a defining feature of the Australian Indigenous affairs system for three decades.  

Despite, this long history, there was little empirical evidence available at the time of the 

COAG Trials Project that illustrated the benefits of its successful implementation, a situation 

that still exists to this day in Indigenous affairs. The chapter then explores the formidable 

structural and cultural barriers that work against its successful implementation. It concludes 

with a description of the key characteristics of whole-of-government coordination based on 

the literature and the Indigenous affairs policy settings around the time of the COAG Trials 

Project.  

                                                             
2
 The expressions ‘whole-of-governments approach’ and ‘whole-of-government coordination’ 

are used interchangeably in the literature. This thesis prefers the latter however reflects the 
usage of the literature cited where applicable.  
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COAG’s intent and definitional issues   

In introducing its decision to establish the Trials Project, COAG stated:  

To underpin the commitment to reconciliation and to drive future work, the 

Council agreed to a trial of a whole-of-governments cooperative approach in 

up to 10 communities or regions. The aim of these trials will be to improve 

the way governments interact with each other and with communities to 

deliver more effective responses to the needs of indigenous Australians 

(COAG 2002) (my emphasis).  

It is evident that COAG intended the aim for “a whole-of-governments cooperative 

approach” (COAG 2002b) to be the most prominent feature of the Trials Project. The early 

titles of the Project illustrate that the public administration recognised this emphasis, 

including “Indigenous whole of government initiative” (Indigenous Communities 

Coordination Taskforce (ICCT) 2003a, 2003b, 2003c, 2003d)3 and, “Indigenous Whole-of-

Government Trials” (Department of Immigration, Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs 

(DIMIA) 2003, p. 5).4  

At the time, the concept of whole-of-government coordination was just emerging as a new 

approach for mainstream Australian public administration, particularly for policy 

implementation (Australian Public Service Commission 2002, p. 2). This illustrates that COAG 

did not have a well-understood and proven conceptual theory to rely upon for the most 

prominent feature of the Trials Project. COAG did not define “a whole-of-governments 

cooperative approach” (COAG 2002b). Nevertheless, several months later, in September 

                                                             
3
 The Indigenous Communities Coordination Taskforce (ICCT) was based in DIMIA. It was 

established in May 2002 as the national secretariat for the COAG Trials Project and it was 
abolished as at 30 June 2004.  
4
 There were many changes to the title of the Project over the five years. In project management 

terms this is unusual, particularly the frequency of this case. It appears some changes were in 
accord with variations in political emphasis. Further, by the end of the Project, the Project titles 
did not use the expression ‘whole-of-government’. For example: the final review of the Project 
was titled Synopsis Review of the COAG Trial Evaluations; the Synopsis claimed they were 
referred to as the “Shared Responsibility Trials” (p. 12); and Commonwealth Minister for 
Indigenous Affairs Mal Brough referred to them as “COAG Indigenous Trials” (Brough 2007). It is 
an illustration of how the project management wavered according to political imperative.  
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2002, Phillip Ruddock, Minister for Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs; 

Minister Assisting the Prime Minister for Reconciliation; and recognised at the time as the 

Father of the Australian Parliament, stated unequivocally:  

The Commonwealth is determined that these trials will succeed and has 

established a core group of Departmental Secretaries which will guide a 

dedicated taskforce charged with the responsibility of turning the whole-of-

government approach into reality (Ruddock 2002a, p. 5).  

The highly-experienced Minister’s steely determination was hopeful, naïve, neglectful of 

raising expectations, or all of the above. While COAG did not define “a whole-of-

governments cooperative approach”, there are indications of COAG’s intent in the 

Communiqué that announced the Trials Project (COAG 2002b). COAG explicitly required the 

approach in each trial site to:  

 “Improve the way governments interact with each other and with communities”;  

 “Improve the compatibility of different State, Territory and Commonwealth 

approaches”;  

 “Achieve better outcomes” and “deliver more effective responses to the needs of 

the communities … or regions”;  

  “Be flexible” and “build on existing work”; and  

 “Lessons learnt from these cooperative approaches will be able to be applied more 

broadly” (COAG 2002b).  

The requirements reflect some desired features for the whole-of-government approach and 

some desired outcomes from the approach. Individually and overall, these requirements are 

general in nature and not very instructive as to the precise nature of the ‘whole-of-

governments approach’ that it was pursuing, or the outcomes that it was seeking. The 

general nature of the requirements suggests they were to be read as ‘general principles’ to 

be applied accordingly to the local circumstances of each trial site.  
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These general principles had already been formally endorsed as standards for the Australian 

Indigenous affairs system for more than a decade.5 Therefore, based solely on the explicit 

statements in the COAG Communiqué, it is difficult to discern what was new about the 

approach to be tested at each of the trial sites, other than it was termed “a whole-of-

governments approach”.6 This may reveal a lack of precision or perhaps some sloganeering 

in COAG’s directions for the Trials Project, or both.  

As stated, COAG did not define ‘a whole-of-governments approach’. It was an emerging 

term with very little directly-relevant literature and no clear definition at the time. There 

was a body of literature on a very similar concept that had been the subject of national 

public administration reforms in the United Kingdom since 1997. This had been termed 

‘joined-up government’ (JUG), though this concept too was yet to be clearly defined (Pollitt 

2003). A survey of the ‘joined-up government’ literature at the time by political scientist 

Christopher Pollitt, from Erasmus University Rotterdam, found that “explicit definitions 

were rare”, and that it had “emerged as a fashionable term of art, rather than a precise 

scientific or technical concept” (Pollitt 2003, p. 34). Pollitt offered the following “provisional 

identification”:  

‘Joined-up government’ is a phrase which denotes the aspiration to achieve 

horizontally and vertically co-ordinated thinking and action. Through this co-

ordination it is hoped that a number of benefits can be achieved. First, 

situations in which different policies undermine each other can be 

eliminated. Second, better use can be made of scarce resources. Third, 

synergies may be created through the bringing together of different key 

stakeholders in a particular policy field or network. Fourth, it becomes 

possible to offer citizens seamless rather than fragmented access to a set of 

related services (Pollitt 2003, p. 35).  

                                                             
5
 See for example, the National Aboriginal Employment Development Policy (1987); National 

Aboriginal Health Strategy (1989); National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Policy 
(1989); and COAG (1992).  
6
 The claims of ‘newness’ of the Howard Government’s Indigenous affairs’ policy was also 

questioned by Gray and Sanders (2006), p. 19-21.  
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It is evident that Pollitt’s definition is a combination of desired features and outcomes, 

similar to COAG’s directions for the Trials Project. Pollitt’s definition highlights that joined-

up government involves both vertical and horizontal dimensions of government 

coordination, which is also implied in COAG’s directions to improve the ‘interaction’ and 

‘compatibility’ of the Commonwealth, State and Territory Governments’ approaches. Pollitt 

saw four types of benefits that might be achieved – these summarised as policy coherence, 

efficiencies, synergies, and seamless services. It may be implied that these types of benefits 

are similar in nature to what COAG had intended under its direction for ‘better outcomes 

and more effective responses’ (COAG 2002b).  

Two years after the COAG Trials Project announcement, and one-year after Pollitt’s 

“provisional identification” of joined-up government, the Australian Public Service 

Management Advisory Committee (MAC) published a 254-page report dedicated to 

furthering the application of whole-of-government approaches across the public sector. The 

report, Connecting Government - Whole of Government Responses to Australia’s Priority 

Challenges (MAC 2004), was a type of instruction manual for government officials and was 

published as most of the COAG trial sites were transitioning from the establishment to the 

implementation phase (MAC 2004, pp. vi & 3).  

MAC (2004) notes that Lindquist (2001), Stewart (2002), Wilkins (2002) and Gill and Rendall 

(1999) had contributed to the development of theory about whole-of-government however 

it found, it was “an evolving field of investigation, both at the practice and theoretical level” 

and “there is no overriding theory that captures all key aspects” (MAC 2004, p.225). 

Nevertheless, the MAC Report issued the following concise definition of whole-of-

government:  

Whole of government denotes public service agencies working across 

portfolio boundaries to achieve a shared goal and an integrated government 

response to particular issues. Approaches can be formal and informal. They 
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can focus on policy development, program management and service delivery. 

(MAC 2004, p. 1)  

The conception of whole-of-government in MAC (2004) was described by John Halligan, 

Professor of Public Administration at the University of Canberra, as “fairly inclusive” by 

capturing formal and informal approaches, ranging from policy development through to 

program management and service delivery (Halligan 2007, p. 226). The references in MAC 

(2004) incorporate a wide range of models of government coordination (IPAA 2002; 

Heintzman 2002; Ling 2002; Lindquist 2001; Stewart 2002; Wilkins 2003; and Gill and 

Rendall 1999; as cited in MAC 2004, p. 225). It also assuredly captured COAG’s general 

directions for a ‘whole-of-governments approach’ for the Trials Project, which had 

commenced two years earlier.  

Shortly after the publication of MAC (2004), Australian researcher Sue Hunt also highlighted 

that whole-of-government was generally understood as a broad concept. In a case study of 

the application of whole-of-government at the Commonwealth Department of Health and 

Ageing, Hunt stated:  

Unfortunately, the path to integrative government via whole-of-government 

practices is neither simple nor straightforward. Firstly, whole-of-government 

can mean a number of things and have numerous permutations. Secondly, 

whole-of-government processes may be broadly and/or comprehensively 

applied, or may be highly specific, or targeted. Thirdly, they can be informal 

or formal and either carry authority or consist of nothing more than a 

‘gentlemen’s agreement’ (Hunt 2005, p. 4).  

Therefore, at the time the COAG Trials Project was announced the term ‘whole-of-

government’ might be regarded as an umbrella term that reflected a combination of desired 

features and outcomes from coordinating government action. A more specific 

understanding of the type of government-coordination that COAG intended would need to 

be derived from the context in which it was being applied (Pollitt 2003, p. 43).  
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The discussion now proceeds to argue the Indigenous affairs policy settings at the time of 

the COAG Trials Project pointed to the need for a ‘holistic-type’ of government-coordination 

to shift the inertia of Indigenous disadvantage in each trial site (Perri 6 1997; Perri 6 et al 

2002; Pollitt 2003; Bogdanor 2005; Christensen and Lægreid 2007).  

The ‘wholeness’ dimension  

What is the influence of the word ‘whole’ in the term of ‘whole-of-government 

coordination’? The early uses in Australia of the term ‘whole-of-government’ illustrate a 

national or holistic policy perspective. For example, the former Heads of Government used 

the precise term in a Communiqué dated 11 May 1992 to describe part of the role of the 

then soon-to-be-established Council of Australian Governments:  

The role of the “Council of Australian Governments" is … consultation on 

other major issues … such as … major whole-of-government issues arising 

from Ministerial Council deliberations (Heads of Government 1992, p. 2) (my 

emphasis).  

This demonstrates an intention for ‘whole-of-government’ to imply a national or holistic 

policy perspective that required contemplation across a number of ministerial councils. This 

is its horizontal dimension. It also implies coordination of each ministerial council portfolio 

across the Commonwealth, State and Territory government jurisdictions because 

membership of the ministerial councils comprises of Commonwealth, State and Territory 

ministers of the same portfolio. This is its vertical dimension. Therefore, one of the earliest 

uses of the term whole-of-government in Australia implied cross-portfolio (horizontal) and 

cross-jurisdictional (vertical) coordination. This interpretation accords with the role of 

COAG, which is:  

…to initiate, develop and monitor the implementation of policy reforms 

which are of national significance, and which require cooperative action by 

Australian governments (Australian Public Service Commission 2003a, p. 31).  
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In 1995, the precise term ‘whole of government’ was then employed by the Commonwealth 

Government to shape reforms to the national financial reporting system (Barrett 1997). The 

intended meaning of the term may be deduced from the stated objectives of the new 

whole-of-government financial reports as articulated by Pat Barrett, then Auditor-General 

for Australia:  

Whole of Government reports would contain information of value to Cabinet, 

to the government’s key economic and financial advisers, to 

Parliamentarians and to many other external users. They would help inform 

strategic decisions about government priorities and policies, and would 

enable the government to better account for its use of public resources (Joint 

Committee of Public Accounts 1995 as quoted in Barrett 1997, p. 14) (my 

emphasis).  

Barrett (1997) highlighted the strategic and accountability dimensions of whole-of-

government, which may be implied in COAG’s intent for the Trials Project. Further, Barrett 

added that the “real value” of whole-of-government financial reporting “lies in the trend 

information over a number of years that indicate overall movement” (Barrett 1997, p. 7). 

Therefore, based on these two early Australian applications of the concept of whole-of-

government, it is argued that the Australian Government’s understanding of whole-of-

government in the 1990’s was to fashion an overall or holistic policy view to inform strategic 

decision-making and accountability, most usefully if based on data trends over several 

years.  

The nature of a comprehensive strategy as a dimension of whole-of-government was 

emphasised by Dr Peter Shergold, then Chairman of the Management Advisory Committee 

(MAC) in the foreword of MAC (2004):  

The challenge is to ensure that the collective decision-making of the 

Australian government is based upon the best informed articulation of the 

challenges faced and a strategic assessment of the relative merits of different 
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approaches to how they might be addressed. For this, a comprehensive 

whole of government approach is required (MAC 2004, p. v).  

A finer understanding of the term may also be deduced from a number of other writers. In 

2005, Sue Hunt said the use of the term ‘whole-of-government’ in Australia refers to more 

specific, perhaps mechanistic applications, compared to the similar theoretical concepts of 

“integrated or collaborative government” (Hunt 2005, p. 8). Hunt says it “tends to refer to 

the set of processes that are intended to result in more integrated policy and service 

delivery outcomes” (Hunt 2005, p. 8).  

In 2007, the Australian National Audit Office (ANAO), under the authority of Ian McPhee, 

then Auditor-General of Australia, drew a distinction between whole-of-government 

approaches from other government-coordination processes for interagency work such as 

interdepartmental committees (IDCs), taskforces and joint working parties (Auditor-General 

2007b). The ANAO stated that a whole-of-government approach was: broader than 

interagency work, involving collaboration at multiple levels, shared outcomes, and a culture 

that values priorities over those of a single department (Auditor-General 2007b, p. 48). The 

ANAO’s description clearly illustrates that the practical dimensions of a whole-of-

government approach are well-beyond the well-trodden experience of interagency-types of 

government-coordination.  

In the literature, the term whole-of-government was seen as an Australian expression for 

what the British referred to as joined-up government (Hunt 2005; Pollitt 2003) but the term 

is now being applied in Britain and is following the refinements emerging out of Australia. 

For example, in 2015, a British report titled, A Primer on Implementing Whole of 

Government Approaches, follows the ANAO’s clear distinction between general interagency 

work and a whole-of-government approach:  
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Whole of government work involves joining up policy-making at the centre in 

support of implementation. This is the feature that distinguishes it from 

interagency work (Colgan et al 2014, p. 4).  

Some further indication of COAG’s intent for a whole-of-government approach for the Trials 

Project may be gleaned from a book published in 2002 by British researchers Perri 6, Diana 

Leat, Kimberley Seltzer and Gerry Stoker entitled Towards holistic governance – the New 

Reform Agenda (6 et al 2002). In the book, 6 et al provide a comprehensive and detailed 

description of holistic governance as a type of government-coordination by contrasting it 

with several other types of government coordination.  

This book has conceptual, temporal and semantic overlaps with the COAG Trials Project’s 

intent for a whole-of-governments approach and therefore provides some useful insight 

into the thinking at the time about holistic government. The authors predicted that the 

“search for a more holistic approach to policy and management” would be a hallmark of 

public service reform for the early twenty-first century just as ‘new public management’ or 

‘reinventing government’ was in the closing decades of the twentieth-century (6 et al 2002, 

p. 1).  

6 et al classify five types of government-coordination by analysing on how the policy-

objectives and policy-means of multiple government departments are organised to interact. 

Policy-means is akin to the manner of implementation. They state the organisation of 

multiple policy-objectives and policy-means can be conflicting, consistent or mutually 

reinforcing. Using this typology, the authors produce a chart to situate the concept of 

holistic government in relation to four other types of government-coordination: 1) 

incremental government, 2) baronial government, 3) fragmented government, and 4) 

joined-up government. The y-axis charts a spectrum for ways to organise multiple policy-

goals and the x-axis charts a spectrum for organising multiple policy-means (see Figure 6).  
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Figure 6: Five types of government coordination, by policy objectives and policy means  
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Source: Perri 6, Diana Leat, Seltzer & Stoker (2002), Towards Holistic Governance: the New Reform 
Agenda, Palgrave, Basingstoke, Hampshire, p. 31.  

 

Holistic government, in the bottom-left corner of Figure 6, involves departments having 

mutually reinforcing policy-objectives and policy-means. The authors acknowledge that this 

is very difficult to achieve:  
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True holistic government emerges where government agencies and their 

partners share reinforcing objectives and can identify a shared commitment 

to a range of mutually supportive tools to achieve that objective. Perhaps full 

holism will be achieved only rarely but the aim is to move more governance 

processes in that direction (6 et al 2002, p. 2).  

The authors provide a hypothetical example to illustrate holistic governance, which involves 

organising the combinations of interventions for combatting poverty – housing, 

employment, economic diversification, transport, social services, education, job-training, 

leisure services, etc. They state, under this approach, the various departments would 

collaborate as necessary and “produce new rankings” in their own policies to ensure 

appropriate and mutually consistent interaction with each other (p. 32).  

At the other end of the government-coordination scale is baronial government, in the top-

right corner of Figure 6, which occurs when the relationship between the policies exhibit 

“duplication, conflict or wasteful or destructive competition” (p. 31). The example given is 

the Department of Trade and Commerce policy for promoting electronic commerce 

conflicting with the privacy concerns of the Data Protection Commission (p. 31).  

Joined-up government, in the centre of Figure 6, is situated between these two extremes. In 

this space, a multiplicity of policy-objectives and policy-means are consistent but they are 

not necessarily mutually reinforcing. The example given is the relationship between the 

policy of providing children with disabilities access to the mainstream education system and 

the policy of a school to secure high rates of success. The two policies are not necessarily 

conflicting but to ensure they are mutually reinforcing requires further organising such as 

ensuring mobility access and other actions that may ensure special needs are met in the 

classroom (p. 32).  

Incremental government, in the top-left corner of Figure 6, is described as “collaborative 

‘muddling through’” where, for example, the policy of the Crown Prosecutor to only bring 



151 
 

cases to trial where there is a reasonable chance of conviction conflicts with zero tolerance 

policing and deterrence policies. In this example, the authors say the system is creaky but 

manages to stumble along without actually collapsing (p. 33).  

The fifth type, fragmented government or ‘turf warfare’, involves a situation of mutually 

reinforcing goals but destructive competition. The example they give is the relationship 

between health and social care, whereby both policies want people out of hospitals but the 

financial arrangements, perverse incentives and professional rivalries militate against the 

objective (p. 33).  

The typology in Figure 6 can be employed to gain a clearer understanding of COAG’s intent 

for the Trials Project. The authors of the typology state that they “consider baronial, 

fragmented and incremental government to be at best disappointing and at worst 

unacceptable” (6 et al 2002, p. 33). Therefore, it is assumed that none of these three types 

accord with COAG’s intent for the Trials Project.  

This leaves a choice between the two remaining types as being most closely aligned with 

COAG’s intent for a whole of governments approach, either joined-up government or 

holistic government. Referring to Figure 6, holistic government requires mutually reinforcing 

policy-objectives and policy-means, whereas joined-up government involves consistent 

objectives and consistent organisational relationships but they are not necessarily mutually 

reinforcing. Therefore, the key difference between joined-up government and holistic 

government is the notion of “mutually reinforcing” objectives and means.  

This thesis argues that COAG’s intent for each trial site should be inferred as this type of 

holistic government, in which the relevant departments have consistent policy objectives, 

consistent means to achieve the policy objectives and that these are mutually reinforcing. 

There is support for this inference in the originating Communiqué, which states the trials 

should:  
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 “Improve the compatibility of different State, Territory and Commonwealth 

approaches”;  

 “Achieve better outcomes” and “deliver more effective responses to the needs of 

the communities … or regions” (COAG 2002b).  

There is also support for the inference in public policy statements made by the 

Commonwealth Government at the time. For example, Bill Farmer, then Secretary of the 

Department of Immigration, Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs (DIMIA) and Chair of the 

Secretaries Group on Indigenous Affairs, who initially had overall administrative 

responsibility for the COAG Project, told a Senate Estimates Committee in November 2002:  

The state and federal governments, plus local government and the 

communities, are really trying, obviously on a trial basis to see whether we 

can make the whole greater than the sum of the parts by looking at a 

strongly focused and coordinated effort in particular communities or areas 

(Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee, Hansard, 20 

November 2002, p. 34).  

This may be read as implying the relevant departments needed to be reorganised to ensure 

there were mutually reinforcing policy objectives and means in each trial site, that is, in 

accord with 6 et al’s holistic government. Amanda Vanstone, then Commonwealth Minister 

for Indigenous Affairs, cited improved service-delivery and an efficiency dividend would 

emanate from mutually reinforcing policies and means in the trial sites:  

Our preliminary research had showed that small communities were juggling 

20 or 30 government contracts at one time - each with its own reporting and 

administrative requirements. Obviously, such a situation was inefficient, 

complex and ate up resources that could have been better used within the 

community. The Indigenous Community Coordination Trials are cutting this 

red tape (Vanstone 2003).  
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In 2004, Minister Vanstone reiterated the benefits of improved service-delivery and 

efficiency dividends from mutually reinforcing policies and means in the trial sites, note in 

particular the final sentence:  

One of the key things is to coordinate Commonwealth inputs so that, in any 

one area, not only do communities not have to deal with so many different 

people from different departments—and that they are all from the 

Commonwealth—but also, equally importantly, we maximise the value for 

the dollars that we spend. An example of that might be that there is little 

point in adding more seats in a school if the kids that go to school cannot get 

sufficient housing and have not got time to do their homework. So there is an 

interrelationship regarding the money you spend in an area, and we want to 

better coordinate that (Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation 

Committee 2004d, pp. 44-45 per Vanstone) (my emphasis).  

The wider historical policy context of the Indigenous affairs system (as outlined in the 

introductory chapter of this thesis) also lends support to the inference that COAG intended 

for holistic government to be tried in each trial site. Essentially, there has been a long 

history of largely unsuccessful attempts to reduce substantially Indigenous disadvantage 

through improving ‘general’ interagency-coordination, arguably none of which were holistic 

in practice. Finally, Hunt (2005) encapsulates the concept of ‘mutual-reinforcement’ in her 

answer to her own rhetorical question; why whole-of-government is becoming a “catch cry” 

in Australia:  

The answer lies in the belief that certain practices designed to increase 

integration, can be employed in the policy development and implementation 

cycle that will increase the likelihood of nationally consistent and more 

holistic and effective policy outcomes. That is, rather than a ‘piecemeal’ 

approach so often seen as a result of the complexity of the organisation of 

government functions, whole-of-government processes will pull together 

infrastructure, and relevant expertise and resources across the public sector 

(and increasingly the non-government sector). It is expected that this will 
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result in policy and inevitably, program synergies that will better serve the 

public interest (Hunt 2005, p. 4).  

Therefore, it is inferred from this context that COAG’s intention was not for the types of 

general interagency coordination that had been tried for the previous three decades but 

rather, for a more strategic and holistic approach.  

There can be different targets for a whole-of-government approach, for example, a 

community, a region or a policy sector. The particular features of the whole-of-government 

approach will be shaped by this context (Pollitt 2003, p. 37). In the case of the COAG trials, 

the Governments’ adopted a place-based type of holistic approach for each of the eight trial 

sites (Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee, Hansard 20 November 2002, 

p. 34 per Farmer).  

The implementation of a holistic approach would involve strategic coordination of all 

government services for the Indigenous population in each trial region. On 25 June 2004, 

COAG endorsed a new National Framework of Principles for Delivering Services to 

Indigenous Australians, which clearly illustrates intent for a whole-of-government approach 

across the jurisdictions:  

…Maximising the effectiveness of action at the local and regional level 

through whole-of-government(s) responses (COAG 2004, Attachment B).  

Dr Jeff Harmer, Secretary of the Department of Family and Community Services (FaCS) and 

‘trial sponsor’ for two COAG trial sites, regarded the painting of a holistic picture of 

government expenditure and population demographics for a trial region as readily 

achievable. This is illustrated in the following exchange at Senate Estimates, in which FaCS 

senior official Cate McKenzie is discussing the two studies undertaken by the Centre for 

Aboriginal Economic Policy Research, Australian National University to develop a set of 

baseline data specifically for the NT COAG trial:  
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Ms McKenzie: We accept that the broad directions of their work are roughly 

right. The difficulty is trying to establish a methodology. There was no 

methodology in Australia that had been used before, so they used a 

Canadian methodology. There were a number of assumptions they made in 

doing that, that we have some concerns with. Similarly the Northern 

Territory government, I understand, also has some concerns with it. They 

provide a broadly indicative kind of picture of what money was going into 

Wadeye; what the various facilities and services were like; and also the 

population and things like that. 

Dr Harmer: It is not really a science. 

Senator CHRIS EVANS: That is the understatement of the century. 

Dr Harmer: Indeed. (Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee, 

Supplementary Budget Estimates, 3 November 2005, p. 184)  

It may be inferred from this discussion that at the time of the COAG Trials Project, the 

Australian view of whole-of-government meant promoting coordination at the national level 

and reforms at the regional or local-level would follow suit. It was a ‘top-down’ approach 

and this was the tone of COAG’s direction for the Trials Project. However, some of the 

literature at the time, and since then, has emphasised that a top-down approach needs to 

be complemented with attention to holistic joining-up at the local level (Bardach 1998; 

Peters 1998, p. 307; Christensen and Lægreid 2006, p. 4). Commonwealth Government 

policy at the time also advocated the necessity for a localised approach as a “key principle 

to govern the design and implementation of programs for local Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander communities” (Newman and Herron 2000).  

History of holistic government-coordination  

The emergence of whole-of-government coordination at the turn of this century as a long-

term reform priority for Australian public administration followed, temporally and 

conceptually, the emergence of the joined-up government reforms in Britain instigated by 

the Blair Government in 1997. The two reform concepts of ‘whole-of-government 
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coordination’ and ‘joined-up government’ are widely regarded as close relatives in the 

extended family of government-coordination reforms, with differences reflecting historical 

and domestic contexts (Wilkins 2002, pp. 116-117; Hunt 2005, p. 4; Auditor-General 2007b, 

p. 139). At the time, other relatives from the same family of reforms were being tried in 

other countries including New Zealand, Canada, the Netherlands, Sweden, Hong Kong 

(Pollitt 2003). Jonathon Davies, Reader in Public Policy in the Institute of Governance and 

Public Management, University of Warwick argues that the United Kingdom’s endeavours 

around the turn of this century stand out from the field as they were “more systematic and 

ambitious” than predecessors or international peers (Bogdanor 2005 as quoted in Davies 

2009 p. 81).  

Broadly, this family of reforms were confronting the enduring challenge of “coordination 

and horizontality” in western democracies, which have been built upon the principle of 

vertical functionalism. The challenge has been described as “a perennial quest for the 

practitioners of government” and the “administrative Holy Grail” (Jennings and Crane 1994 

as quoted in Peters 1998, p. 295). In the study of public administration, the doctrine of 

coordination is a very old doctrine (Bogdanor in Bogdanor [ed.] 2005, p. 2). Beyond the 

study of public administration, the doctrine of coordination has also attracted the attention 

of students of public law and political science, management, military planning, social 

development theory, and disaster management, such as, for the black plague in the 

seventeenth century (Hood in Bogdanor 2005). Hood described the doctrine:  

At the most general level, the doctrine holds that all or many parts of 

executive government should interconnect, complement one another and 

pool related information. The aim is for the various units of government to 

present a single face to those they are dealing with and operate a unit on 

problems that are interrelated, such as families suffering or presenting 

multiple difficulties (Hood in Bogdanor 2005, p. 19).  
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Certainly, the aspiration for better coordination has been a recurring theme in the 

evaluation and reviews of the Indigenous affairs system stemming back to the early 1970’s 

(see chapter one of this thesis). A similar observation was made in the context of the United 

States of America in the 1980’s:  

…no phrase expresses as frequent a complaint about the federal bureaucracy 

as does ‘lack of co-ordination’. No suggestion for reform is more common 

than ‘what we need is more co-ordination’ (Pressman and Wildavsky 1984, p. 

133 as quoted in Peters 1998, p. 295).  

Over the past two centuries, the aspiration for better coordination has been a feature of 

both democratic and despotic governments (Hood in Bogdanor (ed.) 2005, p. 20) and is 

therefore not aligned to a specific political leaning. Perri 6 et al suggest it is associated with 

centrist administrations (6 et al 2002, pp. 16-18).  

British experiences  

Kavanagh and Richards (2001) recount a potted history of attempts in the United Kingdom 

over the last century to improve government coordination. They note that in 1918, the 

British Machinery of Government Committee7 (the Haldane Committee), faced with the 

choice, supported the model of vertical functional departments, organised according to 

service provided, over horizontal, cross-cutting units, organised according to clients 

(Kavanagh and Richards 2001, p. 2). The Haldane Committee reasserted Cabinet authority 

and saw coordination as exclusively belonging to the political realm fearing that, otherwise, 

political authority over the civil service would be undermined (6 et al 2002, p. 11). It drew 

an analogy between horizontal coordination organised according to clients and Gulliver 

Travels’ Lilliputian administration, saying such an approach may be suitable for the British 

colonies but not for the great departments of the state (6 et al 2002, p. 11). The Haldane 

                                                             
7
 Great Britain (1918), Report of the Machinery of Government Committee, Ministry of 

Reconstruction, H. M. Stationery Office, London. 
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Committee set the course for powerful departments ruled by a powerful Cabinet, which had 

sole responsibility for coordination.  

Between 1951 and 1953, then Prime Minister Winston Churchill experimented with a 

system of ‘overlords’, who were drawn from the House of Lords to oversee and coordinate 

the activities of different government departments and spheres of interest (Kavanagh and 

Richards 2001, p. 3). There were misgivings about the overlords system: first, the traditional 

line of ministerial responsibility was undermined with the addition of another superior 

layer. In practice, the overlords became the target of lobbying by external bodies rather 

than the responsible minister. Second, it contradicted the concept of collegiate Cabinet 

Government by subordinating some ministers under others. According to Maurice ‘Harold’ 

Macmillan OM PC FRS, a former Minister in the Churchill Cabinet, the position of an 

overlord, armed only with an office and a private secretary, soon became “shadowy and 

indeterminate” (Kavanagh and Richards 2001, p. 3). The Churchill model of government 

coordination inserted a powerful intervening authority at the ministerial-level, which 

inadvertently challenged the traditional authority of Cabinet.  

In 1970, the Heath Government tried a different mechanism to facilitate government 

coordination with the establishment of the Central Policy Review Staff (CPRS). The CPRS was 

free from the day-to-day pressures and vested departmental interests, which enabled it to 

undertake in-depth examinations of policy issues without fear or favour. This helped to 

ensure that new proposals were better researched and presented by the departments. Then 

Prime Minister Edward Heath regarded the CPRS as one of his “best innovations” in his 

years at Number 10 (Kavanagh and Richards 2001, p. 5). The Heath Government’s ‘CPRS’ 

model of government-coordination inserted a policy-focused intervening authority at the 

central-administration level and was less challenging to traditional Cabinet authority. The 

demise of the CPRS was not due to the nature of the model’s perceived challenges to 
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traditional Cabinet authority, like Churchill’s system of overlords, but rather it was due to 

the wider political failure of the Heath Government (Kavanagh and Richards 2001, p. 5).  

From at least the mid-1970s, changing pressures on public services challenged what had 

come to be regarded as the ‘conventional’ delivery of public services (Ling 2002, p. 617). 

Globalisation, budgetary pressures, community expectations and technology were cited as 

key drivers (Szirom et al 2002, p.5). The first-generation of public administration reforms by 

Anglo-Saxon countries started in the 1970’s with a focus on improving public management, 

referred to as ‘Managerialism’ and soon gave rise to the second-generation, New Public 

Management (Halligan 2007). The need for better government coordination to achieve 

overall government policy objectives intensified in Britain in the 1980s and 1990s but the 

Thatcher and Major Governments applied largely managerial-efficiency reforms to this end. 

A number of researchers have argued there were consequences from this period of 

managerialism that led to the re-emergence of substantial attention to improving 

government coordination, referred to by Halligan as the third-generation of reforms 

(Halligan 2007).  

Reasons for the re-emergence of attention  

The literature points to three reasons for the re-emergence of attention to strategic 

horizontal-coordination following the managerialism era. They are: 1) decline of New Public 

Management (NPM), 2) evolution of integrated governance, and 3) prevalence of wicked 

problems. Each is briefly described.  

The re-emergence of attention to horizontal government coordination around the turn of 

this century has been regarded as a response to the fragmentation of the public service 

caused by the imperatives of New Public Management (NPM) (Matheson 2000; Kavanagh 

and Richards 2001; Ling 2002, p. 618; Christensen and Lægreid 2007, p. 1059). The features 

of NPM – disaggregation, devolution, outsourcing, and multiple services providers – 
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supported specialisation but also encouraged fragmentation and reinforcement of vertical 

structures or silos. Christensen and Lægreid (2007) called it the “pillarization” of the public 

sector and stated:  

Performance management is mainly preoccupied with vertical coordination. 

The principle of “single-purpose organizations,” with many specialized and 

non-overlapping roles and functions, may have produced too much 

fragmentation, self-centered authorities, and a lack of cooperation and 

coordination, hence hampering effectiveness and efficiency (Boston and 

Eichbaum 2005; New Zealand 2002; as cited in Christensen and Lægreid 

2007, p. 1060).  

Peters (1998) argued NPM reforms were pushing the centre of government to decentralise 

decision-making. Weller et al (1997) and Di Francesco (2001) called it a ‘hollowing out’ of 

the core of executive government, which reduced the government’s leverage over public 

policy because of escalating fragmentation and loss of expertise (as cited in MAC 2004, p. 

230). Matheson (2000) argued NPM changed the nature of public policy through increased 

technical rationality but it limited the scope of political debate and a loss of electoral 

support for government because it minimised the horizontal-relationships of bargaining, 

negotiation and persuasion (Matheson 2000, p. 44). Christensen and Lægreid (2007) said 

the re-emphasis on ‘horizontalism’ in the most radical NPM countries such as, United 

Kingdom, New Zealand, and Australia were triggered by “path dependency and negative 

feedback”:  

As a response to the increased fragmentation caused by NPM reform 

programs, these countries adopted coordination and integration strategies. 

The slogans “joined-up government” and “whole-of-government” provided 

new labels for the old doctrine of coordination in the study of public 

administration (Hood 2005 as cited in Christensen and Lægreid 2007, pp. 

1059-60).  
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Adding to the issue of coordination, the problem of integration was a main concern behind 

these reform initiatives (Mulgan 2005 as cited in Christensen and Lægreid 2007, pp. 1059-

60). Halligan argues post-NPM witnessed the evolution of a third-generation of reforms 

referred to as ‘integrated governance’:  

Having contracted the centre’s role in delivery, the desire for control has re-

emerged through policy processes and performance oversight. The new 

model has attractive features in recognizing centre and line agencies, and 

addressing major policy and delivery issues. The potential for an integrated 

approach at the centre is still dependent on central capacity (resources, 

expertise and skills) and the extent to which central agencies have scope for 

strategic direction in addition to issues management (Halligan 2007, p. 234). 

Halligan referred to the return of centralised government-control as “reconstituted 

Westminster” (Halligan 2007, p. 234). It indicates a resuscitation of the British doctrine of 

parliamentary supremacy with some modification. British researcher Vernon Bogdanor 

holds a similar view and submits that joined-up government is only intended to be a 

“marginal reform to functional silos” (Bogdanor 2005 as cited in Davies 2009, p. 94). Davies 

(2009) reviewed a survey of city-level strategic partnerships in the cities of Dundee, 

Scotland and Hull, England. These strategic partnerships emerged in the late 1990s as part 

of the British Government’s strategy for delivering responsive, coordinated and efficient 

public services. Davies calls the City Strategic Partnerships an “intermediate solution” 

because they institutionalise cross-sector cooperation while recognising the ‘jurisdictional 

integrity’ of the constituent bodies (Davies 2009, p. 82).  

The design of the COAG Trials Project resembles Davies’ ‘intermediate solution’ or 

Bogdanor’s ‘marginal reform’ with its reinforcement of the traditional mainstream 

departmental silos and the by-passing of the ATSIC model. A stream of thought related to 

hypothesis of this research is that perhaps the COAG Trials Project, and more broadly, the 

nature of the Indigenous affairs system, reveals one of the limits of a Davies-style 
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‘intermediate solution’. That is, a system designed for a statistically insignificant proportion 

of the total population dispersed over the entire continent and dependant for services 

delivered by scores of government and non-government agencies across three jurisdictions 

of government is not operationally amenable to systemic horizontal coordination, at least 

not as it is currently configured.  

Aucoin (2002) argues NPM put the emphasis on efficiency but fragmented the capacity of 

government to address ‘wicked problems’ (cited in MAC 2004, p. 224). Bogdanor 2005 

argues the re-emergence of the imperative for a more holistic strategy for government 

coordination reflects a wider realisation that good governance requires insights from social 

sciences other than managerialism:  

The idea of joined-up government, by contrast with new public management, 

emphasised the holistic nature of the wicked problems. It’s coming into 

prominence since 1997 may be regarded as symbolic of a realisation of the 

cultural dimension to social problems, and an understanding that human 

motivation was a more complex matter than could be comprehended in the 

philosophy of managerialism (Bogdanor 2005, p. 9).  

It is evident the re-emergence of attention to horizontal coordination was a response to the 

perceived weaknesses of traditional government processes, particularly fragmentation and 

central policy incoherence (6 et al 2002, p. 17). Some researchers have observed a cyclical 

re-emergence of attention to the horizontal axes of policy-making over the past century, 

often “when centrist politics erupts” (6 et al 2002, p. 9).  

The Blair Government’s Model  

In the late 1990’s, the Blair Government emphasised attention to policy implementation 

and effectiveness in service delivery (Kavanagh and Richards 2001, p. 8). The joined-up 

government reforms were aimed more broadly at the ‘wicked issues’ and were underpinned 
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by a view, outlined in the White Paper Modernising Government (March 1999), that good 

policy-making was:  

…strategic, holistic, focused on outcomes and delivery, evidence-based, 

inclusive (in the sense of taking account of the impact of policy on different 

groups affected by it) and, finally, have clearly defined objectives (Kavanagh 

and Richards 2001, p. 8).  

The Blair Government’s approach was “more systematic and ambitious” than predecessors 

(Bogdanor 2005 as quoted in Davies 2009, p. 81). The Blair approach involved combinations 

of the previous joining-up government mechanisms. The mechanisms were established 

close to the centre of policy-power, with many based in the Cabinet Office. They included 

the establishment of a Social Exclusion Unit in December 1997 for policies on poverty and 

deprivation; the establishment of a Policy and Innovation Unit in 1998 for wider social 

policy; the establishment of a Strategic Communications Unit in 1998 to coordinate 

messages to the media; and a new Women’s Unit and Anti-Drugs Unit in 1999. Taskforces 

were also widely used. One consequence was Prime Minister Blair’s policy and political 

support-staff ballooned to more than twice the size of the former Prime Minister John 

Major’s office (Kavanagh and Richards 2001, p. 13).  

The project teams reported to the Prime Minister rather than Cabinet committees, and the 

Cabinet Office soon became the centralised driving force of government policy. The Cabinet 

Office, the taskforces and the other coordination units were exercising prime ministerial-

sanctioned executive power rather than Cabinet’s traditional role of coordinating the 

exercise of executive power. This arrangement was viewed as weakening the accountability 

of the executive to Parliament. Further, the central bodies themselves paradoxically became 

locked in a struggle for ascendancy, thus creating a new set of coordination problems 

(Kavanagh and Richards 2001, p. 17). The Blair model attempted to develop sophisticated 

coordination at the centre of the administration-level, rather than at the ministerial-level.  
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Australian experiences  

Since Australian Federation in 1901, the traditional mechanisms for government 

collaboration in the Commonwealth Government are Cabinet and the central agencies, such 

as the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet and the Treasurer’s Department. 

Therefore, attempts to ensure the horizontal coordination of government have been 

occurring in Australia since 1901 (Podger 2002).  

Shortly after winning the Australian Commonwealth election in 1972, the Whitlam 

Government “completely remodelled” the departmental structure of the Australian 

Government. Then Prime Minister Gough Whitlam stated the aim was to “give 

organisational thrust to our new priorities” (Whitlam 1974, p. 11). The Whitlam 

Government also initiated the Royal Commission on Australian Government Administration 

led by Dr H. C. Coombs. In 1975, the Royal Commission found government coordination was 

a major problem:  

The report of the Royal Commission on Australian Government 

Administration identified as a major problem the fact that in any given area 

of government, a number of different agencies and levels of government 

may be involved, and their separate operations may cut across one another, 

and the Commission looked for ways to create local levels of decision making 

which could draw these services together (Wilkins 2002, p. 114).  

The Whitlam Government created several new departments including the Department of 

Urban and Regional Development (DURD), the Australian Social Welfare Commission, the 

Department of Aboriginal Affairs, the Department of Minerals and Energy, the Department 

of Environment and Conservation and the Department of Northern Development (Whitlam 

1974, p. 11). One of the newly established departments, the Australian Social Welfare 

Commission, trialled an innovative regional government-coordination experiment called the 

Australian Assistance Plan (AAP) (Reddell 2003, pp. 353-358; Lloyd and Troy 1981). The 

objective of the AAP was to develop integrated welfare services at a regional level within a 
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nationally co-ordinated framework. It involved linking Commonwealth income support with 

other welfare-related programs such as health, education, housing, employment, migration 

and other social policies (Australian Government Social Welfare Commission 1973 in Reddell 

2004, p. 6).  

The AAP represented a shift in social policy processes, structures and outcomes. Instead of 

social policy being seen purely in terms of pensions and residual welfare services, the 

complementary roles of community planning and participation processes were highlighted 

(Roper 1993 in Reddell 2004, p. 7). The AAP's focus on integration, participatory policy and 

planning processes was highlighted by the responsible Minister, Bill Hayden who said it was:  

…an attempt to bring together the threads of planning, regionalism, true 

democratic participation, community development and regular critical 

evaluation of the performance of programs to ensure their continued 

relevance and satisfactory operation (Hayden 1973, p. 667 as quoted in 

Reddell 2003, p. 354).  

By the end of 1975, thirty-four AAP regions had been approved for implementation, 

however by this time the Social Welfare Commission had fallen out of favour. The AAP was 

gradually wound down and eventually disbanded by the new Fraser Coalition 

Commonwealth government in 1977 (Higgins and Zagorski, 1989, p. 110 as quoted in 

Reddell 2003, p. 355). The Whitlam model attempted to systematise government 

coordination activity at the regional administration-level through a synthesis of multiple 

policy-objectives and policy-means. It was a place-based holistic model for government 

coordination.  

It is evident that the AAP was distinctively similar in function and form to the concept of 

whole-of-government coordination the COAG Trials Project trialled thirty-years later. Both 

involved a series of regional trial sites under a national umbrella, which were aiming to 

coordinate the government agencies to deliver social and economic benefits for the 
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population of the region. There were two major reviews of the Australian Assistance Plan 

and their conclusions about the strengths and reasons for the ultimate demise of the AAP 

may present insights into the challenges for the COAG Trials Project. Policy-makers should 

have been cognisant of these insights for the development of the COAG trials policy.  

The Graycar review of the AAP found there were four major barriers to the successful 

implementation with coordination issues prominently featured (Graycar 1979 in Reddell 

2003, p. 356). The major barriers were:  

 the quirks of Australia's federal system created ongoing structural tension between 

national, state, regional and local policies and organisations;  

 the activities of the inter-organisational field meant that new structures such as 

regional councils for social development did not have the local legitimacy or 

capacity to co-ordinate already existing community and government agencies;  

 poor implementation skills; and  

 insufficient understanding of the term citizen participation and the lack of an 

Australian "participatory culture" (As quoted in Reddell 2003, p. 356).  

Graycar (1977) concluded:  

The AAP can be seen as a classic example of the federal government trying to 

create a new power structure which was larger than local government, 

smaller than state government, not directly accountable to the community 

through parliamentary or electoral processes and without clearly defined 

roles and responsibilities (Graycar 1977 as quoted in Reddell 2003, p. 357)  

Moving forward to the 1990’s, the use of the interdepartmental committee (IDC) had 

become a popular coordinating mechanism. There were as many as 180 IDCs involving 

Commonwealth agencies and “between 30 and 50” were policy orientated (Edwards et al 

2012, p. 120). They stated the general approach to coordination by an IDC was for delegates 

to search for a consensus outcome while defending their departmental interests (Edwards 
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et al 2012, p. 120). Shane Carmody, Deputy Secretary in the Department of Defence from 

2001 to 2006 reiterated this view of IDC-style coordination, he said IDC’s “had a reputation 

for being the graveyard of good outcomes and the bastions of the protection and 

preservation of individual agency powers” (Carmody in O’Flynn and Wanna (eds.) 2008, p. 

63). Matheson argued the IDC was not an effective problem-solving mechanism because 

“the search for a consensus outcome led to lowest common-denominator compromises” 

(Matheson 2000, p. 52).  

Taskforces later emerged as a mechanism to supplement the weaknesses of IDCs. There 

were key differences; taskforces were semi-formalised structures, usually time-limited, with 

a specific policy-focus on a new or urgent issue, and occasionally strengthened by reporting 

directly to the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (DPMC) (MAC 2004, p. 29) 

(Edwards et al 2012, p. 120). DPMC hosted sixty-two individual task forces between 1999 

and 2007. While IDCs comprised only government officials, taskforces were increasingly 

drawing membership from outside government, coupled with expanding responsibilities to 

include oversight of the implementation of government policy, for example, the Northern 

Territory Emergency Response Taskforce (Shergold in O’Flynn and Wanna (eds.) 2008, p. 

15). Despite extensive use of taskforces, the broader public administration system was slow 

to institutionalise the processes. For instance, the Commonwealth State of the Service 

Report 2002-03 survey revealed that of the eighty-nine Commonwealth agencies surveyed 

only ten had some form of guidelines for employees for participation on taskforces or IDC’s; 

seventy-nine had no guidelines; and ten smaller agencies did not see the need for such 

guidelines (APSC 2003b, p. 179).  

It was not until 2001-2002 that the Australian Government signalled its intention to widen 

its application of the concept whole-of-government - from shaping the role of COAG, the 
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national financial reporting system and the national ICT system8 - to shaping specific policy 

and service delivery (Public Service and Merit Protection Commission 2001, p. 170; 

Australian Public Service Commission 2002, p. 2). It was similar to the initial leap instigated 

by the Blair Government’s joined-up government reforms five years earlier. In 2001, after 

four years of the Blair Government’s reforms for joined-up government, British researchers, 

Kavanagh and Richards, questioned whether the emergence of joined-up government in 

Britain was a case of “back to the future” (Kavanagh and Richards 2001, p. 1).9 In contrast, 

as Australia was embarking on the reforms of whole-of-government, Peter Shergold, then 

Secretary of the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, described whole-of-

government as “the public administration of the future” (MAC 2004, p. vi).  

Indigenous affairs’ national policy was the first experimental guinea pig (Newman and 

Herron 2000). In 2002, a report prepared by senior federal government officials 

recommended that COAG establish a series of whole-of-government trials in Indigenous 

communities. It stated:  

Where the causes of disadvantage are multi-faceted … the key task is as 

much about breaking down inflexibilities within jurisdictions as it is about 

ensuring that the three tiers of government work well together and with 

communities (COAG 2002b, p. 6).  

Other than stating the need to coordinate the three tiers of government, the senior officials’ 

report did not define whole-of-government or give direction on how it could be applied to 

produce more effective outcomes. There was however a decade of experience in Indigenous 

affairs to draw upon. While whole-of-government coordination was being touted as a new 

concept for the mainstream line departments of the Australian Public Service (Public Service 

and Merit Protection Commission 2001, p. 170; Australian Public Service Commission 2002, 

                                                             
8
 The concept of whole-of-government was also applied to reforms of the national information 

communication technology systems (Management Advisory Committee, Australian Government 
use of Information and Communication Technology, Report No. 2, October 2002).  
9
 See also Hood, pp. 22-26 in Bogdanor (ed.) 2005; and Christensen and Lægreid (2007).  
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p. 2; Newman and Herron 2000), holistic-coordination was not a new concept to the public 

administration of Indigenous affairs.  

‘Wholeness’ in Indigenous affairs   

This thesis argues that Australian governments had been attempting to apply the concept of 

whole-of-government coordination to the Indigenous affairs system almost since its 

inception in 1967. The first model of the Indigenous affairs system was established shortly 

after the 1967 Australian Referendum. The Referendum established a system, which 

required whole-of-government coordination among the Commonwealth, States and 

Territory Governments by granting power to the Commonwealth to act in Indigenous 

affairs, in concert with the States/Territories.  

To drive the new Indigenous affairs system and its inherent need for multi-jurisdictional 

coordination, then Prime Minister Harold Holt appointed the Honourable William 

Wentworth as the Commonwealth Minister-in-Charge of Aboriginal Affairs, set up an Office 

of Aboriginal Affairs within the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, and appointed a 

three-member Council for Aboriginal Affairs. Herbert ‘Nugget’ Coombs AC (retired) chaired 

Council and the other two members were Professor William Edward ‘Bill’ Stanner CMG, a 

respected anthropologist with experience in public administration, and Barrie Dexter CBE, a 

senior public servant. The role of the Commonwealth Government in this model was 

described by Mr Holt’s successor, Prime Minister John Gorton, at the Conference of 

Commonwealth and State Ministers responsible for Aboriginal Affairs on 12 July 1968. Mr 

Gorton said:  

I believe that the Minister and the Council, in their relations with the States, 

should seek to discharge three main functions: 

1. To allocate funds from the Commonwealth to the State for 

Aboriginal advancement, using State machinery to use these funds 

for an agreed purpose to the greatest possible extent. 
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2. To gather information regarding Aboriginal matters (especially 

welfare) and to act as a clearing house for such information both as 

between the various States and as between States and 

Commonwealth. 

3. Where appropriate to assist the States in coordination of their 

policy and in setting the general direction of the Australian 

approach to Aboriginal advancement.  

We propose to give the fullest cooperation to the States, and I am sure we 

will get the fullest cooperation in return. (Gorton 1968 as quoted in Gardiner-

Garden 1997, p. 11) (my emphasis)  

Under this model of government coordination, the Commonwealth Government, through 

the Minister and the Council of Aboriginal Affairs, had a ‘lead jurisdiction’ role, which 

involved setting the general direction for the Indigenous affairs system. It included a 

particular funding responsibility and a role as a “clearing house” for information on 

Aboriginal matters. It emphasised a priority for the services to be delivered by the States, 

and the Commonwealth had a role to assist the States to coordinate their activities. There is 

no reference to how the Commonwealth would coordinate its own activities, vertically or 

horizontally. Underpinning the model was the need for “the fullest cooperation” between 

the Commonwealth and the States.  

One indicator of performance of this model is the “Aboriginal frustration” at the lack of 

progress in the five years following the Referendum led to the raising of a 'Tent Embassy' on 

the lawns of Parliament House in Canberra on 26 January 1972 (Horton 1994 in Gardiner-

Garden 1997, p. 11). Perhaps, it was a reflection of the Commonwealth’s inability to 

enforce, or even to rely on ‘the fullest cooperation’ from the State Governments to engage 

with Aboriginal advancement.  

The first model evolved slightly with the establishment of the Commonwealth Department 

of Aboriginal Affairs (DAA) by the Whitlam Government in 1973 to assist the Minister-in-
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Charge and the Council for Aboriginal Affairs. Under this coordination-mechanism, DAA was 

the statutory lead agency, and the government departments of Commonwealth, State and 

Territory governments shared responsibility with Aboriginal organisations “for carrying out 

the policies … for Aboriginals in the same matters and in the same way as they are now 

functionally responsible for the community generally” (Sanders 1993, p.1).  

It is evident that DAA had the lead agency role and responsibility without the necessary lead 

agency power (to coerce if necessary). Then Prime Minister Gough Whitlam stated that a 

fully-fledged Commonwealth Department of Aboriginal Affairs (DAA) was not an 'omnibus' 

department with responsibility for all Aboriginal needs, like some super-sized State or 

Territory Aboriginal welfare authority, but rather that the new Department would: 

…instead seek to devolve upon a wide range of Federal, State and local 

authorities,  as well as upon organisations of Aboriginals themselves, 

responsibility for carrying out the policies decided upon by my Government. 

These authorities would be responsible for Aboriginals in the same matters 

and in the same way as they are now functionally responsible for the 

community generally (Australian Government Digest, April-June 1973: 697 as 

quoted in Sanders 1993, p. 1).  

The ‘DAA model’ of whole-of-government coordination was replaced on 5 March 1990 with 

the commencement of the innovative Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission 

(ATSIC). Whole-of-government coordination was also a key function of the ATSIC model. The 

fourth ‘object’ of the ATSIC Act 1989 stated:  

(d) to ensure coordination in the formulation and implementation of 

policies affecting Aboriginal persons and Torres Strait Islanders by 

the Commonwealth, State, Territory and local governments, without 

detracting from the responsibilities of State, Territory and local 

governments to provide services to their Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander residents (Section 3 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Commission Act 1989)  
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In many respects, ATSIC was similar to DAA. It was a Commonwealth authority established 

by legislation and the employees were public servants employed under the Commonwealth 

Public Service Act 1922, with final responsibility resting with the Commonwealth Minister 

for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs. However, both the former Chairman of the 

Council for Aboriginal Affairs Nugget Coombs and Commissioner Johnstone of the Royal 

Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (RCIADIC) preferred ATSIC to be an 

independent employing-authority rather than constituting the ATSIC staff as 

Commonwealth public servants. The independent employing-authority model would have 

involved the devolution of a degree of administrative and political autonomy, which could 

have been a source of greater empowerment and self-determination for Indigenous 

Australians (Rowse 1990, p. 18 and 1992, p. 22).  

A significant difference between the DAA and the ATSIC model was the statutory-provision 

for the establishment of a national network of democratically-elected councils to represent 

the interests of Indigenous Australians. The national network comprised sixty regional 

councils patch-worked across the country. The regional councils were grouped into twenty 

larger regions with a representative from each appointed to sit on a national Commission. 

ATSIC became a sustained presence, developed expertise and accumulated a body of 

corporate knowledge in the public administration of Indigenous affairs. The ATSIC regional 

councils were an innovative attempt to focus the coordination of government action in the 

regions, coupled with policy and priority input from local Indigenous representation. There 

were resemblances to the Whitlam Government’s AAP model.  

The ATSIC regional councils and the national Commission had a policy function (section 7(1) 

ATSIC Act 1989). The national Commission exercised this policy function often in terms of 

encouraging and assisting functional Commonwealth, State and Territory government 

agencies to develop Indigenous-specific strategies for the planning, delivery and review of 
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services. At the regional level, the policy function was exercised through regional councils, 

which were statutorily required to prepare an Indigenous-specific regional plan for social 

and economic development every three years. The ATSIC Act provided for the line 

departments in the Commonwealth, State/Territories and Local Governments to be guided 

by the priorities described in the regional plans but following each region’s plan was not 

mandatory (section 94(a) ATSIC Act 1989). Should the various departments elect to be 

guided by the ATSIC regional plans, the legislation also provided the statutory power for 

ATSIC to work with these departments to implement the regional plans (section 94(b) ATSIC 

Act 1989).  

Another key difference between the DAA and ATSIC models was provided for in section 18 

of the ATSIC Act 1989, which stated that ATSIC could provide funds to State and Territory 

Governments “for disbursement under bi-lateral cooperative agreements” (AAAC 1991, p. 

12). If the Commonwealth Parliament had allocated responsibility for national Indigenous 

affairs expenditure to ATSIC, the operation of this clause could in-effect have been the 

coercive power for the lead coordinating-agency that the early 1970’s model and the later 

DAA model lacked.10  

In 1992, three years after the Commonwealth Parliament passed the ATSIC legislation, 

COAG reinforced the legislatively-based ATSIC model at the administration-level by 

endorsing a national strategy for Indigenous affairs, the National Commitment to Improved 

Outcomes in the Delivery of Programs and Services for Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait 

Islanders (the National Commitment) at its inaugural meeting on 7 December 1992. The 

National Commitment stipulated:  

 A clear purpose and set of national objectives;  

                                                             
10

 The question of how section 18 operated, if at all, was not investigated for this research but it 
is clear that there was a legislative intent for this capacity.  
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 Five guiding principles;  

 A description of the roles and responsibilities of all three levels of Australian 

governments in Indigenous affairs; and  

 A framework for improving outcomes with detail about planning, funding and 

implementation mechanisms; and reporting and review standards (COAG 

Communiqué 7 December 1992).  

It will be demonstrated later in this discussion, that these commitments, coupled with the 

ATSIC legislation, represent some of the key features for a whole-of-government approach 

that the literature has since identified. This thesis argues that the ATSIC-model coupled with 

the National Commitment was a sophisticated legislative and administrative attempt to 

integrate systematically an Indigenous-focused whole-of-government model into the core 

business, across all jurisdictions of Australian government. It also attempted to integrate 

systematically the informed participation of local Indigenous people into the planning of 

Australian government services through the ATSIC triennial regional plans. One of its 

weaknesses was the discretionary option for the various departments to be guided by the 

ATSIC regional plans. Therefore, this model inadvertently left service-coordination 

vulnerable to the discretion of departmentalism.11  

Further, while ATSIC had the lead agency status in legislation, in practice, ATSIC did not play 

the role of a lead agency, in terms of driving a well-designed and well-executed strategic 

approach to total national public expenditure on Indigenous affairs. For example, the ATSIC 

budget for 2001-2002 was $1.1 billion (ATSIC 2002a, p. 11). This represented less than one-

half of the total Commonwealth specific-expenditure on Indigenous affairs, which was $2.4 

billion (Ministerial Budget Statement 2001-2002, 22 May 2001 as quoted in DIMIA 2002, 

Figure 19). Total national public expenditure on Indigenous Australians was far greater 

                                                             
11

 The notion of ‘departmentalism’ is discussed shortly as a barrier to government coordination. 
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because the figure of $2.4 billion excludes Commonwealth expenditure that was not 

Indigenous-specific and expenditure by State, Territory and Local Governments, which could 

include public housing, hospitals, schools, family services, law and justice systems, municipal 

infrastructure and other social services (ATSIC 2003, p. 43).  

In practice, ATSIC did not have the strategic and financial responsibility for the overall 

Indigenous affairs system despite having the statutory lead-agency status. Notionally, the 

ATSIC budget 2001-2002 would represent less than one thirtieth of the total national 

expenditure for 2013-2014 by Commonwealth, State/Territory and Local Governments 

(Productivity Commission 2014). Further, Australian researcher Greg Crough noted that 

most of ATSIC’s expenditure in 2001-2002 (81% of total ATSIC budget) was in effect 

“quarantined” for services that would be described as mainstream services (Crough 2002, p. 

6; see also ATSIC 2000b, p. 5).12 In fact, no single agency or minister played this role and 

therefore the total national public expenditure on Indigenous Australians was deeply 

fragmented across dozens of government agencies and nine government jurisdictions, not 

including the hundreds of local governments around the country.  

Evidence of effectiveness of JUG and WOGC  

This discussion highlights that there was little evidence, nationally or internationally, 

available at the time of announcement of the COAG Trials Project (April 2002) that clearly 

demonstrated the effectiveness of joined-up government or whole-of-government 

approaches. Therefore, the adoption of a whole-of-government approach to policy 

development and administration for the COAG trials was highly experimental.  

In the United Kingdom, ‘joined-up government’ had been a feature of the Blair Government 

since 1999 but with only limited success (Cabinet Office 2000 in Kavanagh and Richards 

2001, p. 16). In 2002, British social scientist Professor Perri 6 cautioned about “the 
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 The “quarantined” services were the Community Development Employment Program (CDEP), 
the Community Housing and Infrastructure Program (CHIP) and Native Title (Crough 2002, p. 6). 
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difficulties involved in whole of government approaches, including unintended risks, overly 

ambitious agendas and uncontrolled consequences” (6 et al. 2002 as quoted in MAC 2004, 

p. 224). Ling 2002 highlighted that joined-up government does not always result in 

coordination and blending of programs, but can actually lead to increased competition, 

overlap and fragmentation of delivery (Ling 2002 as cited in Hunt 2005, p. 8). 6 et al (2002) 

considered the multiplicity of coordination interventions unavoidably iatrogenic, that is, 

they cause more of the very miseries they are supposed to reduce (6 et al 2002, p. 44). 

Webb concluded that the reforms for holism in the United Kingdom in the 1970’s and 

1980’s were based on incorrect assumptions and overly simplistic accounts of decision-

making (as cited in 6 et al 2002, p. 13).  

In 2005, Australian researcher Sue Hunt conducted a survey of the literature on whole-of-

government and found it “safe to conclude that there is a general acceptance that more 

integrated and collaborative government is a desirable objective” (Hunt 2005, p. 14). Hunt 

also observed:  

However, the extent to which this can always be achieved through the 

application of whole-of-government processes/strategies is inconclusive. In 

other words, it cannot be assumed that whole-of-government type processes 

will automatically result in more integrated government (Hunt 2005, p. 14).   

Hunt found that most of the discussion in the Australian literature at the time provided 

“relatively unqualified acceptance of the virtues of whole-of-government” (Hunt 2005, p. 

14), though noted as an exception, a caution by Podger in November 2002 that “integrated 

government is hard and resource intensive and while it can be beneficial, its use should be 

selective” (see Szirom et al 2002, p. 99). Hunt concluded; “the discussion [in Australia] does 

not seem to be looking seriously” at the risks (p. 11). Hunt described the major risks:  

The major areas of potential difficulty arise in relation to ensuring 

accountability for publicly funded activities, overcoming the silos created by 
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departmentalism or vertical styles of management, and balancing inclusion in 

public policy development with the unwelcome effect of ‘many hands’, 

namely fragmentation and lack of coordination. As well as acting as possible 

obstacles to the successful implementation of whole-of-government in the 

first instance, whole-of-government processes, themselves, may actually 

generate problems arising from these issues (Hunt 2005, p. 11).  

Notably, Hunt also highlighted the iatrogenic potential from a multiplicity of coordination 

interventions. Consistent with Hunt’s concerns, the cautioning against applying a whole-of-

government approach in the MAC Report was limited. According to Edwards et al (2012), 

the MAC Report presents “an underlying rationalist conception suggesting that difficult 

policy problems and management questions could be laid out, solutions designed and 

challenges managed leading to improved problem solving, service delivery and 

performance” (Edwards 2012, p. 96).  

In the Indigenous affairs context, this thesis suggested earlier that the features of the ATSIC-

model, which included a statutory-based whole-of-government approach complemented by 

a national public administration strategy endorsed by COAG, could be considered as 

exemplary of many of the necessary key characteristics for a whole-of-government 

approach. Further, ATSIC had the opportunity of more than a decade of experience yet the 

long-standing concerns about the lack of government-coordination and overall Indigenous 

disadvantage prevailed.  

The Commonwealth Grants Commission’s Indigenous Funding Inquiry found significant 

“barriers to access” to mainstream services provided by State and Territory Governments. It 

also found inefficiencies created by jurisdictional overlap and lack of coordination of 

services (ATSIC 2003, p. 43). The Commonwealth Grants Commission found that “there is 

potential for cost shifting in Australia’s federal system which could dilute the intended 

outcomes of Commonwealth programs” (CGC 2001, p. 87). It also concluded that there was 

not much the Commonwealth could do about the cost-shifting:  
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Overall, the nature of many Commonwealth mainstream programs and the 

reliance on States or non-government agencies to deliver them, means the 

Commonwealth has limited scope to directly control the regional allocation 

of resources (Commonwealth Grants Commission 2001, p. 87).  

A Commonwealth Parliamentary Inquiry, which reported in 2000, similarly described the 

governmental problems that existed at the time:  

 The planning and delivery of Indigenous health services are 

characterised by lack of direction and poor coordination; 

 There is no clear delineation of responsibility for service delivery among 

the federal, state, territory and local governments; 

 This lack of clear delineation of responsibility shifts costs between 

governments and sectors; 

 There is little coordination between health services and other programs 

such as education and employment, despite the inter-related nature of 

these issues; 

 The result of this piecemeal funding and coordination is fragmented 

policies and programs across governments, which lack consistency; and 

 The lack of effort to integrate Indigenous community involvement into 

the planning and delivery of services is the biggest barrier to success. 

(House of Representatives Standing Committee on Community and 

Family Affairs 2000 as summarised in ATSI SJC 2000, pp. 86-87)  

The administrative nature of the problems highlighted illustrates that while the ATSIC-model 

provided the lead agency (ATSIC) with necessary statutory power and responsibility, the 

statutory intent was not translated into corresponding administration arrangements. In 

whole-of-government coordination terms, the system had a structure at the national-level 

(with some weak regional influence) for a holistic approach but it was not accompanied with 

appropriate reforms to the vertical departmental silos. The system had not provided for the 

national-level integration design to be devolved across the line departments at the local 
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service-delivery level. The ATSIC-model provided for aspirational regional plans to be 

developed locally by Indigenous people but the influence of these plans on government 

agencies’ policy and implementation, and the participation of Indigenous people in these 

processes, was discretionary. It is argued later in this discussion that the culture of 

departmentalism predominated.  

In 2001 and 2002, it appears ATSIC attempted to redress its inability to engage the line 

departments at the Commonwealth, State and Territory-levels, by embarking on a new 

strategy to enter into framework agreements directly with the larger Commonwealth 

departments and all State and Territory Governments through the Premiers’ and Chief 

Ministers’ Departments (ATSI SJC 2003, p. 223) (my emphasis). It appears that ATSIC’s 

strategy was to invoke the power of the State and Territory central agencies to enforce the 

cooperation of their functional line agencies.  

Over 2001 and 2002, such framework agreements were signed with Victoria, South 

Australia, Western Australia, Queensland, New South Wales, Tasmania, the Australian 

Capital Territory and the Northern Territory Governments (ATSI SJC 2002, Appendix 1).13 The 

framework agreements comprised commitments by the Governments and Indigenous 

representatives to work in partnership to design and deliver services with a whole-of-

government approach. Unfortunately, the potential of this new strategy was not given an 

opportunity because the Commonwealth Government severely handicapped ATSIC in April 

2003 and abolished it in April 2004.  

Post COAG Trials, there remains little evidence that demonstrates successful 

implementation of whole-of-government coordination in Indigenous affairs, and beyond. 

For example, in 2006, the evaluation of the COAG trial site in Northern Territory found that 
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 A summary description of each agreement is provided in this reference. For descriptions of the 
“main framework agreements and partnerships made between Indigenous representative 
organisations, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission, and state or territory 
governments”, see ATSI SJC 2002, pp. 223-237.  
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“departmentalism and programme silos continued to dominate” (Gray 2006, p. 15). In 2007, 

based on evidence drawn from case studies of Indigenous governance within differing 

community, geographical, cultural and political settings across the nation, Smith and Hunt 

concluded:  

Program ‘territorialism’ on the part of government departments and across 

jurisdictions remains entrenched in spite of ‘whole-of-government’ goals. 

This means Indigenous organisations need high levels of negotiation and 

leadership experience to be able to manage the rate of externally imposed 

changes. They also need considerable management and financial skill to 

continue to pull together funds from disparate programs that have changing 

guidelines and uncertain implementation procedures, in order to sustain 

their functions. Only the most capable and well-connected are able to do this 

(Hunt and Smith 2007, p. 42).  

Christensen and Lægreid (2007) also found little supporting evidence of successful 

implementation of whole-of-government but nevertheless proceeded with an analysis on 

the basis that there was potential value in pursuing the elusive concept.  

Has WG [whole-of-government] resulted in more capacity to act for political 

and administrative leaders and more collaboration and integration among 

public organizations? There is no specific body of studies or hard evidence to 

make broad-based conclusion about these questions. What we will do is to 

suggest some bits and pieces of experiences with WG and discuss some of 

the challenges WG seems to face (Christensen and Lægreid 2007, p. 1062).  

In 2015, a British report called A Primer on Implementing Whole of Government Approaches, 

stated:  

There are relatively few systematic evaluations of whole of government 

approaches and those that are available point to limited success. 

Nevertheless, those jurisdictions that have invested heavily are continuing to 

commit to this work and take a long-term view to demonstrating 

effectiveness (Colgan et al 2014, p. iii).  
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It may be concluded from these critiques that government-coordination is time and 

resource intensive, and therefore is only appropriate in limited circumstances. One of the 

reasons for the lack of evidence of success may be the difficulties associated with evaluating 

joined-up government approaches (Pollitt 2003). Pollitt put forward three approaches to 

assessing the success of joined-up government approaches: 

The first is to focus on ‘best practice’ – are the right things being put in place. 

The second is directly to seek the views of stakeholders – do they believe 

that co-ordination is poor/adequate/good? The third is to try to identify the 

outcomes of joined-up government, in the shape of improved policies, 

programmes and projects (Pollitt 2003, p. 43).  

This research involves the first and the third of Pollitt’s approaches. The government-

commissioned evaluations of the eight COAG trial sites primarily involved the second. Pollitt 

says the third may seem to be the most reliable of the three, in that it directly addresses the 

impacts rather than the processes of joined-up government:  

…a results-oriented approach has one very big advantage – it concentrates 

not on rhetoric or procedural improvements but on what actually happens in 

the world ‘out there’. This is in line with an outcomes-oriented, evidence-

based philosophy (Pollitt 2003, 45).  

However, Pollitt cautions that the disadvantage of the third approach is that it is likely to be 

more complex, expensive and time-consuming than either of the other two because “the 

study of outcomes is often hard to do at all, and very hard to do well” (Pollitt 2003, 45).  

Barriers to implementation  

This section describes the significant barriers to the successful implementation of whole-of-

government coordination identified by the literature. Hunt (2005) identified a number of 

barriers:  

As has been shown in the overseas experience and is also at the fore of the 

Australian discussion, hurdles and dilemmas like departmentalism and 
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accountability, plus unwanted side-effects such as increases in fragmentation 

rather than coordination, all pose problems for the effective implementation 

of whole-of-government processes (Hunt 2005, p. 14).   

For this discussion, the barriers have been classified as structural, cultural and political. 

Cognisance of these barriers assists responsible government officials to forecast potential 

problems and develop a risk management plan (Australian National Audit Office 2007, pp. 

28 & 70). The section concludes that the barriers are an unavoidable feature of western 

democracy and ultimately represent tensions between values.  

Structural barriers  

The earlier discussions suggest deep structural barriers to whole-of-government 

coordination stem from Australia’s constitutional settings, particularly the nature of 

federalism and the doctrine of ministerial responsibility. These barriers are a part of the 

fabric of the system of representative democracy. It is important to stress that these two 

constitutional principles, and the consequential, well-established system of vertical 

management and accountability, represent the structural underpinnings of Australian 

government and are valuable dimensions of Australian governance (Christensen and 

Lægreid 2007, p. 1063).  

Federalism  

The aspiration of ensuring effective coordination between government agencies has been a 

feature of Australian government since Federation in 1901 (Royal Commission on Australian 

Government Administration 1976). This experience shows federalism has strengths and 

weaknesses. On one hand, the value of federalism includes: the separation of powers, which 

functions to dilute the concentration of power; it encourages governments to be more 

responsive by keeping power and service delivery closer to the ‘level’ of the voters; it 

provides opportunities for a diversity of policy priorities; and it creates a competitive policy 
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environment which functions to ensure continuous improvement (Business Council of 

Australia 2006, p. 6).14  

On the other hand, there have been numerous critiques of the operation of federalism. For 

example, a review of the Whitlam Government’s Australia Assistance Plan (AAP) found State 

governments were concerned that the creation of regional structures and processes for 

planning, decision-making and resource allocation would diminish State power and 

authority (Roper 1993 as paraphrased in Reddell 2003, p. 354). In this case, State’s rights 

prevailed over the subsidiarity principle and the State Governments hobbled the AAP’s 

regional initiative.  

Clem Lloyd and Pat Troy in their book Innovation and Reaction (1981) provide a detailed and 

comprehensive analysis of the rise and fall of the Department of Urban and Regional 

Development (DURD). Troy was the Deputy Secretary in the Department and Lloyd was a 

Press Secretary in the office of the then Minister for Urban and Regional Development Tom 

Uren. Their analysis provides a rare insight into the culture of the Australian bureaucracy 

(Lloyd and Troy 1981, p. xiv). They conclude optimistically that the experience of DURD 

“showed that whatever the weaknesses of the federal government system, it can be made 

to work better by the patient development of cooperative policies” (Lloyd and Troy 1981. p. 

265).  

The critiques of federalism are not just confined to its impacts on social policy. For example, 

in 2006 the Business Council of Australia (BCA) argued that the current system of federal-

state relations is failing Australia. It stated, “weaknesses and inefficiencies in our federal 

system are costing Australian taxpayers through higher taxes and poorer quality services” 

(BCA 2006, Appendix 2 p. vi). The BCA pointed to the following reasons:  
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 For a more comprehensive discussion see (Walker, G 2000).  
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 Overlap and duplication between the Commonwealth and the 

states;  

 Cost shifting between governments;  

 Unnecessary taxes imposed by states; and  

 Overspending on programs because of lack of oversight or 

accountability (BCA 2006, Appendix 2 p. vi).  

The BCA stated that reforms for improvement should be shaped by three core principles:  

1. Clarify roles and responsibilities;  

2. Institutionalise cooperation; and  

3. Fix fiscal arrangements (BCA 2006, Appendix 2 p. ix).  

It is evident that the concerns and recommendations of the BCA are strikingly similar to the 

long-standing concerns about government coordination in the Indigenous affairs system. 

Therefore, it may be inferred that the COAG Trials Project’s aim for whole-of-government 

coordination was faced with deep structural barriers, which affect Australian policies well 

beyond the scope of Indigenous affairs.  

Ministerial responsibility  

The doctrine of ministerial responsibility is another source of structural barriers. Also 

referred to as the doctrine of ‘responsible government’, it is “the central feature of the 

Australian constitutional system” R v Kirby; Ex parte Boilermakers' Society of Australia 

(1956) 94 CLR 254 at 275. In general terms, it states that ministers are individually 

responsible to the Parliament for actions taken under their authority, and in particular, 

“actions taken by the portfolio department and agencies for which they are responsible” 

(Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee, March 2006, p. 8). Therefore, the 

doctrine confines the scope of a minister’s responsibility to the actions of a department. It 

compels the nurturing of vertical departmental silos.  
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Since Federation in 1901, the Australian public sector has developed a public administration 

system of hierarchical control and responsibility in accordance with this doctrine. The well-

established system comprises management and accountability frameworks enforced by 

legislation, policies, procedures and conventions, which bind and guide the actions of 

government agencies. The Australian Government management and accountability 

frameworks are primarily regulated by the Public Service Act 1999 (Cth) and the Public 

Governance, Performance and Accountability Act 2013 (Cth).  

The key feature of this regulatory conformance to the doctrine of ministerial responsibility is 

that the minister (and the department) is legally and politically responsible only for its own 

performance. For example, the system requires the Commonwealth Parliament to allocate 

resources to the Commonwealth Government by department.15 The Commonwealth Budget 

process involves each government department preparing an annual Budget Portfolio 

Statement, which describes “the outcomes and programmes of an entity, its resourcing, 

deliverables and performance information”, that it intends to implement in the forthcoming 

financial year (Department of Finance 2015, p. 28).  

The minister and the government department are not held directly responsible for achieving 

the broader outcomes in line with government policy. For issues that require the attention 

of more than one government department, the responsibility for the outcomes is 

fragmented across the departments. Under this system, Cabinet bears the responsibility for 

ensuring coordination between the departments to fulfil government policy. This is the 

Cabinet system of government and is a “coherent system of governance and accountability 

for public resources, with an emphasis on planning, performance and reporting” 

(Department of Finance 2015, p. 67). The system that has been built under the doctrine of 

ministerial responsibility is entrenched and according to Williams (2002), highly guarded:  
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 See http://www.finance.gov.au/resource-management/budget/ accessed 30 January 2016. 
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Perri 6 (1997) notes that whilst there has been a historic focus on the issue of 

working across boundaries, most attempts in the UK have failed because 

they have not addressed the primary cause – functionalism. This has, he 

argues, continued to stymie horizontal integration. Connected to this are the 

power and control structures that emerge from functionalism and hierarchy, 

built on the “virtues of rationality, professionalism and compartmentalism”, 

which block attempts at more postmodern organisations forms and focus on 

building inter-organisational capacity (Williams 2002 as quoted in O’Flynn et 

al 2010, p. 6).  

Federalism and the doctrine of ministerial responsibility will always remain valuable aspects 

of the Australian system of government and therefore will always present formidable 

structural barriers to the successful implementation of whole-of-government coordination. 

Alternatively, the establishment of a single department with responsibility and capacity for 

Indigenous affairs policy and implementation may be more efficient and effective than 

trying to work against these deep structural underpinnings. Such a model may also benefit 

from the accumulated wisdom and experience associated with the doctrine of ministerial 

responsibility.  

Cultural barriers  

The literature highlights deep cultural barriers in the Australian system of government that 

work against the ensuring collaborative environment necessary for the successful 

implementation of whole-of-government coordination. In 2000, in the midst of 

implementing joined-up government (JUG), the United Kingdom Cabinet Office recognised 

the fundamental importance of ensuring a supportive culture for JUG:  

A central message from practitioner and academic sources is that ‘structure 

alone cannot drive cultural change, as processes and attitudes also need 

addressing’ (Centre for Management and Policy Studies, 2000). ‘Simply 

removing barriers to cross-cutting working is not enough: more needs to be 

done if cross-cutting policy initiatives are to hold their own against purely 
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departmental objectives’ (Cabinet Office 2000a as quoted in Pollitt 2003, p. 

41).  

This discussion describes two sources for these cultural barriers: the culture of 

departmentalism, which whole-of-government processes seek to replace (Shergold 2004, p. 

4); plus the pervasiveness of the ‘ideal’ bureaucracy (Weber as quoted in Rizvi and Kemmis 

1987).  

Departmentalism 

A source of cultural barriers is the public administration phenomenon of ‘departmentalism’. 

Departmentalism has been described as ‘turf warfare’ and ‘institutional conflict’ where 

government officials may resist a line that might be beneficial to the government as a whole 

or the wider public interest because it would work against the interests of their department 

(Kavanagh and Richards 2001, p. 2). Dr Shergold, in his foreword to the MAC (2004) report, 

described departmentalism as “a truth that many public services now accept” with 

reference to Canada and New Zealand’s strategies for greater coordination of government 

departments (Shergold 2004, p. 1).  

Australian and British literature point to the problems associated with ‘departmentalism’ as 

the primary reason for the reforms of whole-of-government coordination and joined-up 

government, respectively (Shergold 2004, p. 1; Kavanagh and Richards 2001, p. 1). Shergold 

described whole-of-government as the “antithesis” of departmentalism (Shergold 2004, p. 

4). Kavanagh and Richards state that departmentalism is an “unforeseen and unintended 

consequence” of the model of vertical functional departments organised according to the 

service provided (Kavanagh and Richards 2001, p. 1). Essentially, they argue that the 

departmental perspective impacts adversely on the wider system and the broader 

objectives of the government (Kavanagh and Richards 2001, p. 1).  
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In 2012, Ric Smith, former Secretary of the Australian Department of Defence (November 

2002 – November 2006), reflected on his experience of departmentalism:  

As for the turf wars between departments, they were tough and real. 

Differences in policy, or – more often – over who had the right to advise on 

policy in particular areas, were fiercely fought in meetings at all levels and in 

vitriolic correspondence that often went to ministerial levels and were only 

ever partially settled at the Commonwealth Club (Smith in Wanna et al (Eds) 

2012 in p. 33). 

Departmentalism has been marked as a “rampant” problem hindering the effectiveness of 

the Indigenous affairs system too:  

Departmental territorialism and inertia is rampant in Indigenous affairs. We 

have witnessed Indigenous initiatives to improve local governance 

undermined by the ‘go-it-alone’ attitude of particularly influential 

departments, which protect their niche program role and funding power and 

resist the efforts of other agencies to collaboratively develop program and 

funding coordination (Smith in O’Flynn and Wanna 2008, p. 86).  

The term departmentalism covers a mix of political, policy and governmental pathologies 

(Kavanagh and Richards 2001, p. 1).  Hunt (2005) also called it “territorialism” (p. 8):  

…where political and administrative boundaries between departments (and 

organisations in general) are vigorously upheld and even jealously guarded. 

This ‘territorialism’ can be reinforced by incentives, both explicit and implicit, 

and in its most pronounced form can result in what has been described as 

‘fiefdoms’ (Hunt 2005, p. 8).  

According to Lloyd and Troy (1981), the newly established Department of Urban and 

Regional Development (DURD) had disputes with the “de facto peak departments” including 

Prime Ministers’, Treasury, Transport, Services and Property, Housing and Construction, 

Environment, Tourism and Recreation and Social Security (Lloyd and Troy 1981, p. 262). 

They stated:  
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The acceptance of a common set of values required by coordination 

threatened the imperial prerogatives of departmental heads and reduced the 

influence of the special interests each department served. DURD appeared 

naïve as it argued a case for the ‘rational’ allocation of resources, often 

seemingly unaware of the realities of bureaucratic politics, but it had no 

other option (Lloyd and Troy 1981, p. 259).  

…the government experienced friction, dispute and delay because many 

departments saw issues in terms of struggles for supremacy and influence, 

not in terms of pursing the government’s priorities (Lloyd and Troy 1981, p. 

263).  

Lloyd and Troy (1981) argue that the disputes could have been resolved by the appropriate 

ministers making it clear to their departments that the government as a whole had a 

commitment to urban and regional development. They concluded:  

Ministers collectively seemed unaware of the byzantine nature of 

bureaucratic politics or of their relative lack of power compared with the 

bureaucracy (Lloyd and Troy 1981, p. 263).  

Drawing on public choice theory, Kavanagh and Richards state that it is rational for 

bureaucrats to seek “to expand their staffs and budgets, reshape their bureaux, or perhaps 

develop a ‘cosy’ relationships (sic) with a client group, particularly the producer interests at 

the expense of the consumers of the service or the taxpayer” (p. 2). However, Kavanagh and 

Richards argued that the blame for departmentalism should not rest entirely with 

department officials: 

A problem with agency-orientated explanations of departmentalism, which 

emphasise that departmentalism is a symptom of ministers’ pursuing their 

own agenda rather than their governments, is their partiality. We need to 

acknowledge departmentalism as a reflection of the structure within which 

ministers operate (Kavanagh and Richards 2001, p. 6).  
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Bureaucratic rationality  

Another source of cultural barriers is the nature of the ‘ideal bureaucracy’, which is steeped 

into the Westminster system of government (Rizvi and Kemmis 1987). The Australian Public 

Service Commission describes the traditional Westminster approach as a system of 

“cultures and structures” (APSC 2002, p. 178). At this level of democratic theory, it is argued 

that the system of cultures and structures is imbued with the “ideal bureaucracy” (Rizvi and 

Kemmis 1987).  

Australian researchers Rizvi and Kemmis in their book Dilemmas of reform: an overview of 

issues and achievements of the Participation and Equity Program in Victorian schools 1984-

1986 (1987) coined the term “bureaucratic rationality” and referred to it as “a mode of 

thinking” (Rizvi and Kemmis 1987 as quoted in Stewart et al 1993, p. 7). They say 

bureaucratic rationality has become firmly rooted in our consciousness, and makes 

alternative ways of thinking about the world difficult to sustain. Rizvi and Kemmis 

developed a set of characteristics to define the “ideal type” of bureaucracy by reference to 

the work of Max Weber. His characteristics include:  

 Power is centralised at the apex of the hierarchy and is vested in positions rather 

than persons; 

 There is a hierarchy of clearly defined roles and responsibilities which are defined 

by formally prescribed rules and regulations, such as duty statements, performance 

objectives and standard management procedures; 

 Officials are expected to relate to members of the public in an impersonal manner, 

avoiding personal values and attitudes. The work of a bureaucracy is supposed to 

be value-neutral, avoiding moral and political concerns on the one hand and 

personal values and preferences on the other, and remaining neutral on issues 

relating to particular social or cultural ideals;  
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 Bureaucratic discourse is one-directional insofar as it privileges the language of the 

more senior officials in relation to those with less seniority, and of the bureaucracy 

against the public, because it is expressed in terms which instruct rather than 

engage, which inhibits rather than facilitates open dialogue (Rizvi and Kemmis 1987 

as quoted in Stewart et al. 1993, p. 8).  

Rizvi and Kemmis state that these characteristics, in turn, have a profound effect on the 

values and behaviours of those who are employed to implement its policies and programs 

because of the 'normalising' influences and demands imposed. They state that bureaucratic 

rationality:  

…establishes and maintains social acts of a particular kind, and orients its 

members in a particular way, so that certain social objects are valued, certain 

types of behaviour are required, certain language is found acceptable and 

certain motivations are encouraged (Rizvi and Kemmis 1987 as quoted in 

Stewart et al 1993, p. 7).  

Furthermore, Rizvi and Kemmis argue that bureaucracy is resistant to innovation. New 

forms of work have to be incorporated through normalisation processes into the overall 

structure and modes of operation of the organisation (as quoted in Stewart et al 1993, p. 7). 

Bardach 1998 argues that the bureaucratic ethos is inhospitable to the collaborative ethos:  

Almost nothing about the bureaucratic ethos makes it hospitable to 

interagency collaboration. The collaborative ethos values equality, 

adaptability, discretion, and results; the bureaucratic ethos venerates 

hierarchy, stability, obedience, and procedures (Bardach 1998, p. 232 as 

quoted in Ling 2002, p. 629).  

The relevance for this research is that the inherent culture of the bureaucratic system itself 

may also present opportunities and hindrances to effective implementation of whole-of-

government coordination. It is clear that the culture of the ‘ideal bureaucracy’ is more 

suited to the vertical axes of government. It sheds light on the challenges of introducing a 
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new culture to support a deeper integration of the horizontal axes of coordination. 

Christensen and Lægreid (2006) contrast the resistance of structural and cultural barriers:  

…cultural measures may also come up against implementation problems 

because of structural barriers. Formal structural constraints may be relatively 

stronger than cultural factors, so that collaborative efforts and so-called 

smart practice fall short of a more holistic perspective in practice 

(Christensen and Lægreid 2006, p. 16).  

Following the assumptions of this discussion, Christensen and Lægreid (2006) suggest 

federalism and ministerial responsibility may be more formidable barriers than 

departmentalism and bureaucratic rationality. This is yet to be proven. Either way, they 

collectively point to the need for careful and detailed design for a system involving whole-

of-government coordination.  

Political barriers   

The literature highlights political barriers to whole-of-government coordination (Kavanagh 

and Richards 2001, p. 16; Davies 2009). The ‘politics’ of joining-up government or ‘joined-up 

politics’ arises when attempts are made to coordinate government agencies (Davies 2009). 

Peters states that co-ordination of the public sector is inherently a political process (Peters 

1998, p. 300).  

The reason is that working across boundaries has the potential to disrupt existing political 

and administrative power bases and structures (O’Flynn et al 2010, p. 15). Peters says it is 

an intensely political exercise, involving negotiations within networks and aggregations of 

groups (Peters 1998, p. 300). It is politicians that often must break stalemates between 

competing objectives and feuding administrative groups because the administrative 

machinery was not designed to be collective or collaborative (Wilkins 2002 as quoted in 

O’Flynn et al 2010, p. 16). The challenge falls to politicians because they have their own turf 

and power to protect (6 1997), and they may be held accountable for the problems that 
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may emerge, or can claim the kudos if there are successful outcomes (O’Flynn et al 2010, p. 

16).  

Davies’ argues that politics is central to understanding the limits of joined-up government 

and argues that the challenge for policy coordination is not solvable by eschewing politics 

for technocratic managerialism, such as a partnership based on a shallow consensus over 

abstract goals (Davies 2009, p. 94):  

Shallow consensus enabled stakeholders to proceed ‘as if’ they shared 

norms, meanings and goals but meant that silo practices remained 

unchallenged in thematic partnerships, where like-minded actors reinforced 

them. While structural reforms might ameliorate the fragmenting effects of 

self-reinforcing interest group clusters, it is arguable that JUG will remain 

elusive unless partners can also articulate, debate and resolve value conflicts 

(Hoggett 2006 as cited in Davies 2009, p. 90). 

Bogdanor (2005) states JUG can only ever be a marginal reform to functional silos (as cited 

in Davies 2009, p. 94), which, if not guarded against, may result in the joined-up process 

simply producing contradictory “partnership silos”, where the silos’ imperatives are retained 

and thinly veiled (Davies 2009 pp. 85 & 90). Davies (2009) posits “joined-up politics” is 

needed as a “prerequisite for effective managerial coordination” (p. 94). Joining-up 

processes, including partnerships, could be reorganized in a variety of ways to meet the 

challenge of political conflict. Davies describes two ways to manage the politics:  

 Limit to activities where actors share values; or  

 Embrace value pluralism to facilitate a dialogue towards ‘deep consensus’, where 

conflict is welcome and there is equitable dialogue to resolution (Davies 2009, p. 

94).  

Davies (2009) also argues that joined-up government may be a vehicle for conflict 

displacement. He says the aspiration of partnerships may be employed as a therapy for 



194 
 

social conflict more so than good government. There is a “theatrical quality to joining-up 

government through partnership” and concludes that trust between partners, the 

watchword of the network paradigm, may matter little if joined-up government is built on 

conflict avoidance (Davies 2009, p. 94). The following section takes the discussion of whole-

of-government coordination as a political tool a little further.  

A tool for political rhetoric  

Christensen and Lægreid (2007) consider whole-of-government from a myth-perspective, 

which they state, “sees reforms and their main concepts mainly in terms of myths, symbols, 

and fashions” (Christensen and Lægreid 2007, p. 1062). In this perspective, whole-of-

government is viewed as a “buzzword”:  

It is not difficult to imagine that a whole-of-government approach would 

have mythical aspects. Very few actors would dispute the advantages of an 

integrated governmental apparatus or of taking anything other than a wide 

and collaborative view. A rather cynical view of the whole-of-government 

approach in Australia would be that it is a fashion and that it suits political 

and especially administrative leaders who wish to be seen as thinking about 

big ideas (Christensen and Lægreid 2007, p. 1062). 

Leading up to, and during the COAG Trials Project, the Howard Government was frequently 

accused of rhetoric rather than action, particularly in relation to the slow progress from the 

policy of practical reconciliation (ATSI SJC 2001, pp. 18, 27; ATSIC 2002a, p. 31; ATSI SJC 

2002, pp. 39, 47; Altman and Hunter 2003, p. 16; Dodson 2006, p. 4). For example, in 2003, 

the Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research (CAEPR) published an analysis by 

Professor Jon Altman and Dr Boyd Hunter, which tracked progress towards reconciliation 

against numerous socio-economic indicators, based on Census data over the period 1991-

2001. They concluded:  
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Despite the policy rhetoric of three Howard governments, there is no 

statistical evidence that their policies and programs are delivering better 

outcomes for Indigenous Australians, at the national level, than those of their 

political predecessors (Altman and Hunter 2003, p. 16).  

Rather, they found the rhetoric was masking the Howard Government’s relatively poor 

performance:  

It is of particular concern that some of the relative gains made between 1991 

and 1996 appear to have been offset by the relative poor performance of 

Indigenous outcomes between 1996 and 2001 (Altman and Hunter 2003, p. 

v).  

As highlighted in chapter one, the COAG Trials Project was the centrepiece of the Howard 

Government’s policy of practical reconciliation. There are indicators from the COAG Trials 

Project that resemble Christensen and Lægreid’s theory of whole-of-government 

coordination as mythical rhetoric. For example, it will be demonstrated that most of the 

evaluations of the COAG trial sites found the expectations of the Indigenous participants 

and government officials were high. The evaluations pointed to the early government 

rhetoric and the high profile nature of the Project as contributing to the high expectations. 

Later, this promoted feelings of disappointment and disillusionment at the slow progress 

and lack of outcomes (Morgan Disney et al 2006c, pp. 15-16). In the Victorian trial site, 

ministerial rhetoric that the trial was doing well prompted the Aboriginal leaders to 

commission their own independent evaluation (Cutcliffe 2004). A consequence of the myth-

perspective is that it undermines trust and creates barriers to the collaborative 

environment, preventing the project from achieving its objectives.  

Key characteristics of whole-of-government coordination  

This section presents a set of twelve key characteristics for whole-of-government 

coordination (see Table 6). The key characteristics have been deduced from the public 

administration literature and Indigenous affairs policy settings outlined in this chapter.  
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The purpose of drawing this list is to facilitate an appraisal of the quality of the partnerships 

that were undertaken in each of the eight COAG trial sites. It is argued the functioning of all 

twelve key characteristics in a trial site would represent ‘full implementation’ of COAG’s aim 

for “a whole-of-governments approach”, though reference would still need to be made to 

the social and economic outcomes before it could be judged as ‘successful implementation’ 

(Pollitt 2003, p. 45).  

The characteristics are drawn primarily from a Performance Audit conducted in 2007 by the 

Australian National Audit Office (ANAO) entitled Whole of Government Indigenous Service 

Delivery Arrangements, with supplementation from other literature. For example, the 

Auditor-General’s report does not refer to the key characteristic of trust but it is included in 

this set. The Auditor-General’s Performance Audit is particularly valuable because, as the 

title of the report indicates, it is specifically focused on whole-of-government coordination 

in Indigenous affairs policy and hence is an appropriate reference for this purpose. It also 

represents the Australian public sector standards for whole-of-government arrangements at 

the time of the COAG Trials Project, and, therefore, is a fair and appropriate set of measures 

on which to appraise the quality of the implementation of the trial sites.  

Corroboration for the twelve key characteristics can be found in:  

 Bardach (1998) identifies five main tasks to create inter-agency collaboration (as 

paraphrased by Pollitt 2003, pp. 40-41);  

 Ling (2002) presents four dimensions of joined-up government (p. 625);  

 MAC (2004) identifies five key challenges for whole-of-government work (p. 1);  

 Morgan Disney et al (2006d) presents a synopsis overview of all eight COAG trial-

site evaluations;  

 ANAO (2007) developed a set of characteristics for whole-of-government, which 

contrasted with the description of general ‘cross agency’ characteristics (p. 49);  
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 Blackman et al. (2013) develop a Generic Model of Enabler/Inhibitor Elements of 

Whole of Government Working (p. 7); and  

 Colgan et al (2014) describes ten areas policy makers need to explore when 

planning a whole of government approach (p. 6).  
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Table 6: Twelve key characteristics of whole-of-government coordination  

No. KEY CHARACTERISTIC  

1. Lead agency appointed (Auditor-General 2007b, pp. 30 & 73; Morgan Disney et al 2006d, pp. 12 & 22; Vanstone 2002, p. 36; 

Ruddock 2002a, p. 7; House of Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs 2001, pp. 38-39).  
 

2. Formal agreement involving all government agencies servicing the trial region over the duration of the trial; developed in 
partnership with Indigenous representatives; and “unambiguous articulation” (Auditor-General 2007b, pp. 62 & 93) of the 
“policy objectives and policy means” (6 et al 2002, p. 30). 
 

3. Establishment of a steering committee such as an interdepartmental committee, taskforce or joint working party (Auditor-
General 2007b, p. 48; MAC 2004, p. 26; Pollitt 2003, p. 44; Szirom et al 2002, p. 17) and resourcing administrative support 
(Auditor-General 2007b, pp. 112 & 142).  
 

4. Implementation plan developed under lead agency authority that is jointly agreed, overarching and high-level (Auditor-General 
2007b, p. 68), and includes a description of the role and responsibilities of the lead agency and all other parties to the 
agreement (Auditor-General 2007b, p. 73). It should provide for “a strategically sequenced developmental process (one that 
provides a momentum for deepening cooperation, not merely achieving current output or outcome targets)” (Bardach 1998 as 
cited in Pollitt 2003, p. 41).  
 

5. Comprehensive financial picture of all projected Commonwealth, State/Territory and Local Government Indigenous 
expenditure in the trial region for the duration of the COAG Project (Auditor-General 2007b, pp. 82 & 100).  
 

6. Suitable protocols to operationalise WOGC including flexibility in program administration to respond to agreed priorities 
(Shergold 2004, p. 2; Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee 2002, pp. 34 & 35 per Farmer; Auditor-General 
2007b, pp. 70 & 74) with a mechanism to overcome administrative barriers as they arise (Auditor-General 2007b, p. 75), for 
example through a dispute resolution process.  
 

7. Realistic timeframes with measurable milestones (Auditor-General 2007b, p. 68). 
 

8. Overarching risk assessment (Auditor-General 2007b, pp. 28 & 70) of implementing WOGC to ensure: a common 
understanding of the risks of shared implementation; assurance of all agencies’ capability to manage the key risks; an 
agreement that clearly identifies who carries which risks, including those that are shared (Auditor-General 2007b, p. 63); and 
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lessons from previous experience (Auditor-General 2007b, p. 72). Key risks include relying on existing accountability 
arrangements, which were designed for departments working independently; a lack of appreciation, skills and culture to 
support whole-of-government working (Auditor-General 2007b, p. 28 & 64); and rigid funding arrangements and programme 
guidelines (Auditor-General 2007b, p. 35).  
 

9. Ensuring a commitment to collaborative and trustful relationships across the government departments and with the 
Indigenous representatives including use of incentives (Edwards 2002, p. 57 & 60; MAC 2004, p. 14; APSC 2004, p. 238; Auditor-
General 2007b, pp. 28 & 33).  
 

10. Ensuring staff possess the skills and attributes for collaborative working (Auditor-General 2007b, pp. 28, 70 & 93). 
 

11. A purpose-specific performance monitoring system (O’Flynn et al 2010, p. 16) for producing and sharing robust monitoring 
information about operational performance, financial performance and compliance with the trial site objectives (Auditor-
General 2007b, pp. 71 & 73).  
 

12. Baseline data/benchmarks for evaluation to assess success or failure (Auditor-General 2007b, p. 72).  
 

 

 



200 
 

Summary of whole-of-government coordination theory 

This discussion set out to build a theoretical and practical understanding of the COAG 

Project’s aim for ‘whole-of-government coordination’. It commenced with an analysis of 

COAG’s explicit directions for a whole-of-government approach, which were broad but 

sufficient to ground an argument that COAG intended for a holistic-type of government 

coordination to be attempted in each of the eight trial sites. Support for the argument was 

drawn from international and Australian literature, and the Australian Indigenous affairs 

policy context.  

The literature was also valuable in portraying the emerging understanding at the time of the 

nature of holistic government. The discussion provided an historical snapshot of attempts at 

holistic-style government-coordination by British and Australian Governments over the last 

century to illustrate some different types of models. A more detailed description was 

provided of the models of holistic-government coordination that had been attempted in the 

Australian Indigenous affairs policy context over three decades. This underlined that holistic, 

or whole-of-government, coordination was not a new concept to the Indigenous affairs 

system but it was still developing.  

The discussion canvassed the reasons cited in the literature for the emergence of the 

imperative for whole-of-government coordination around the turn of the 21st century. It 

notes that while being widely promoted, there was little evidence that demonstrated the 

acclaimed benefits of the theory, particularly in the context of Indigenous affairs. The 

discussion then outlines that there are formidable structural, cultural and political barriers 

impeding its successful implementation. The discussion concludes by drawing upon the 

literature and key policy statements at the time of the COAG Trials Project to present a set 

of key characteristics for whole-of-government coordination in the Indigenous affairs 

context, which it is argued, if present would collectively indicate successful implementation.  
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Broadly speaking, whole-of-government coordination involves the creation of a new space 

in which officials from all the relevant government departments are organised to interact 

for an agreed objective. The literature points to certain structural and cultural 

characteristics to frame this new space. The structural characteristics include a governing 

framework agreement, shared decision-making power and holistic budgeting protocols, risk 

assessment and project management, with specifically tailored performance monitoring and 

evaluation settings. The cultural characteristics include sustaining collaborative and trustful 

interactions, through incentives and skills training. Attention to leadership arrangements is 

essential to enclose the new space from, but also integrate with, the besieging environment 

of traditional silo government. In this new space, silo-thinking, silo-action and silo-feelings 

are substituted with collective-thinking, collaborative action and trust.  
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Aim 2: Government-Community Partnerships  

This Part seeks to build a theoretical and practical understanding of the COAG Project’s aim 

for ‘government-community partnerships’. It commences by presenting the features of 

government-community partnerships that COAG explicitly directed for the Trials Project 

(COAG 2002b). It canvasses some definitional issues and then builds a more precise 

understanding of COAG’s intent with reference to the literature and the Indigenous affairs 

policy context leading up to Trials Project.  

The discussion locates the concept of government-community partnerships in the context of 

democratic theory, the narrower context of public administration theory and then in the 

context of Indigenous affairs policy. It hones the literature and the policy settings to a set of 

key characteristics of the type of ‘government and community partnerships’ that were 

intended for the COAG trials, and indeed considered necessary to improve the outcomes 

from public expenditure on Indigenous Australians.  

COAG’s intent and definitional issues   

The COAG Communiqué of 5 April 2002, which established the Trials Project, does not use 

the term partnership. Rather, it states the aim broadly; “to improve the way governments 

interact … with communities” (COAG 2002b). However, it is clear COAG intended for the 

governments to ‘interact’ with communities at each trial site in the form of a partnership 

relationship. Three indicators support this contention.  

First, the Communiqué stated; “The Council reaffirmed its continuing commitment to 

advance reconciliation …” (COAG 2002b). It was reaffirming its earlier endorsement of a 

national ‘reconciliation framework’, in which “the Council committed itself to an approach 

based on partnerships and shared responsibilities with indigenous (sic) communities” (COAG 

2000).  
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Second, the ‘Performance Monitoring and Evaluation Framework’ for the COAG Trials 

Project’s uses the term partnership in its statement of the second aim:  

Indigenous communities and governments must work in partnership and 

share responsibility for achieving outcomes (Indigenous Communities 

Coordination Taskforce (ICCT) 2003a, p. 2).  

Third, the overall Synopsis Review of the evaluations of the eight trial sites, dated November 

2006, states that one of the objectives of the COAG trials was to:  

…work with indigenous communities … to negotiate as genuine partners with 

government (Morgan Disney & Associates et al 2006c, p. 4).  

The purpose of presenting the third indicator is it demonstrates the partnership aim was still 

recognised at the conclusion of the Trials Project. Therefore, while COAG did not use the 

term ‘partnership’ in the Communiqué that established the Trials Project, it is safe to 

conclude that it intended the second aim of the Project to involve the development of a 

partnership relationship between governments and communities for each trial site.  

The concept of a government-community partnership is not self-explanatory. In the context 

of public administration theory and practice, it will be demonstrated the concept 

encapsulates a spectrum of relationships. What type of partnership between governments 

and communities was COAG expecting at each trial site? There are only two further pieces 

of information in the Communiqué that shed some light on the type of partnership COAG 

intended.  

Purpose of the partnership  

The first piece of information that shed some further light on the type of partnership COAG 

intended is the assumption such partnerships would “deliver more effective responses to 

the needs of indigenous Australians” (COAG 2002b). This has been inferred as COAG’s 

statement of purpose for the partnerships. It reflected the Commonwealth Government’s 
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and COAG’s policy approach to Aboriginal Reconciliation, which was to “make a real 

difference in the lives of indigenous (sic) people by addressing social and economic 

disadvantage” (COAG 2000). It demonstrates COAG intended the partnerships to 

strategically address the larger purpose of overall Indigenous disadvantage and this has 

implications for the type of partnership that would be necessary. Essentially, it implies a 

partnership that had oversight of the bigger picture for the trial region.  

Shared responsibility  

The second piece of information in the Communiqué that shed some further light on the 

type of partnerships is its reaffirmation of its national reconciliation framework, where it 

committed “to an approach based on partnerships and shared responsibilities with 

Indigenous communities” (COAG 2000). This demonstrates that COAG intimately linked 

partnerships with the notion of shared responsibility. This linkage was translated to the 

second aim of the COAG Trials Project:  

Indigenous communities and governments must work in partnership and 

share responsibility for achieving outcomes (Indigenous Communities 

Coordination Taskforce (ICCT) 2003a, p. 2).  

Clearly, the notion of ‘shared responsibility’ was intended to refine the type of partnerships 

to be established in the COAG trial sites but what did it mean? It is necessary to refer to the 

broader policy context to answer this. The notion of shared responsibility was not new to 

the Indigenous affairs. In 1976, the House of Representatives Standing Committee on 

Aboriginal Affairs formed the view: 

In respect of the silent ravages of child malnutrition the Committee considers 

that all services in the fields of community health, welfare and education 

should be given and should accept prime responsibility to ensure that all 

children under their notice are receiving suitable and sufficient food. It 

considers that parents, communities and governments have a shared 

responsibility at present not accepted whole-heartedly (House of 
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Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal Affairs 1976, p. ix) (my 

emphasis).  

In 1991, the term was used in reference to, and to delineate, the Commonwealth, State and 

Territory Governments’ shared responsibility for Indigenous affairs (Australian Aboriginal 

Affairs Council 1991, p. 10). The notion resurfaced in a policy context following Aboriginal 

lawyer Noel Pearson’s paper titled Our Right to Take Responsibility, dated 2000 (Pearson 

2000). Pearson was advocating for a systemic shift from what he called ‘passive welfare’ to 

participation in the ‘real economy’ through regional partnerships (Pearson 2000).  

Pearson's four-point plan bases the development of effective social 

partnerships in the creation of a regional governance structure (specifically in 

the context of the Cape York Peninsula) that re-engages Indigenous social 

structures and economic participation with the 'real economy'. Central to the 

plan is the notion of a 'partnership interface' between Aboriginal 

communities and organizations in Cape York Peninsula and Commonwealth 

and state Governments, and ATSIC (ATSI SJC 2000, p. 110) (my emphasis).  

The Commonwealth Government responded to the proposition of a ‘partnership interface’ 

by advocating “agreement-making as the emerging revolution in Indigenous affairs”: 

We need agreements that are a two-way undertaking that change the 

relationship from one of passive welfare dependency to a much more equal 

relationship. Yes – I am talking about empowerment (Ruddock 2002d as cited 

in ATSI SJC 2002, p. 39).  

Minister Ruddock committed to “fostering a new culture of agreement-making with 

Indigenous people that is giving them real influence and control in the affairs of state that 

matter to them” (Ruddock 2002d as cited in ATSI SJC 2002, p. 38) (my emphasis). Minister 

Ruddock stated:  

Agreement-making, if it is to succeed, should be guided by the following 

principles: 
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• Involvement of the local Indigenous community in decision-making and 

determining priorities for action; 

• Shared responsibility of parties to the agreement. Without all parties 

making undertakings, results cannot be ensured; 

• Flexibility to meet local circumstances; 

• Focus on outcomes with clear benchmarks to measure progress (Ruddock 

2002d as cited in ATSI SJC 2002, p. 39). 

Minister Ruddock’s directions provided some practical detail about the Government’s view 

of the notion of shared responsibility. It is evident the Indigenous people in the COAG trial 

sites were to have “real influence and control” (Ruddock 2002d as cited in ATSI SJC 2002, p. 

38). It implies shared power would accompany the shared responsibility. It was a 

fundamental reform and represented an enormous challenge for the both the government 

officials and the Indigenous stakeholders of the COAG Trials Project. The following 

discussion suggests it would not be hard to underestimate the challenge.  

Democratic theory - Participatory democracy  

COAG’s aim for Australian governments and Indigenous communities’ to work-in-

partnership may be located within the broader concept of democratic theory (Reddell 

2003). In a thesis on participatory governance in Queensland policy, Australian researcher 

Timothy Reddell presents government and community partnerships as located within the 

ideals of participatory democracy.  

Reddell refers to British political scientist David Held to illustrate the view that there are two 

broad types of democracy: participatory democracy (sometimes referred to as direct 

democracy) and liberal representative democracy. Participatory democracy represents “a 

system of decision-making about public affairs in which citizens are directly involved” and 

liberal representative democracy represents “a system of rule embracing elected officers 

who undertake to represent the interests and or views of citizens within a legislative 
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framework” (Held 1996 as quoted in Reddell 2003, p. 21). It is evident that participatory 

democracy involves the direct participation of the citizens in public affairs.  

Reddell writes that participatory democracy has its roots in the classical fifth Century BC 

conceptions of Athenian democracy, which was based on “spatially bounded and socially 

homogenous communities that enabled the citizenry to both participate effectively and 

reach a political consensus” (Phillips 1993 as quoted in Reddell 2003, p. 21). He recognises 

that the historical transformation of political communities from city-state to nation-state 

and the impacts of globalisation rendered the democratic ideals of participatory democracy 

unsustainable (Giddens 1994, and Held 1998, as cited in Reddell 2003, p. 21). Consequently, 

the ideals of participatory democracy gave way to liberal representative democracy and the 

citizen was distanced from public decision-making (Reddell 2003, p. 21).  

Reddell contends there was a resurgence of interest in the principles of participatory 

democracy in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries through the works of Rousseau, John 

Stuart Mill and Karl Marx (Reddell 2003, p. 22). He finds another resurgence of interest in 

participatory democracy during the 1990’s, which he says aimed to supplement weaknesses 

in the traditions of liberal representative democracy to govern effectively for the challenges 

of the contemporary context (Reddell 2003, p. ii). He states:  

Traditional expressions of liberal representative democracy are seen to be 

problematic and indeed ineffective in capturing the multitude of voices and 

interests present within contemporary policy making and political discourse. 

Alternative forms of participatory democratic organisation based on more 

inclusive and informed political, policy making and administrative processes 

have provided a counter point to this tradition (Reddell 2003, p. 20). 

Reddell says, in light of these developments, there is a need to reconceptualise participatory 

democracy, theoretically and practically, to translate the democratic ideals into modern 

governance practice. To assist with the translation, Reddell argues there are a range of 
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“technologies of participatory governance”, which can be employed by the public sector to 

ensure citizen involvement (Reddell 2003, p. 15). Government and community partnerships 

such as proposed for the COAG trials are one such technology. Other technologies described 

by Reddell include innovation, negotiation, networks, policy learning, the re-invention of 

government based on system-wide information exchange, knowledge transfer, 

decentralisation of decision making, and the shift of the state towards relations of 

reciprocity and trust within governance institutions and processes. He states:  

…the technologies of participatory governance offer a framework for 

implementing the ideals and values of participatory democracy in the context 

of an active state and engaged civil society (p. 15).  

According to Reddell (2003, pp. 23-24), the literature on participatory democracy contains 

individualistic and structuralist perspectives, which may need translating to the 

contemporary context. Individualistic notions of participatory democracy emphasise its 

contribution to the self-development of individual citizens, which in tum results in the social 

development of the total community (Burdess 1987 in Reddell 2003, p. 23). Peter Bachrach, 

a prominent North American political theorist, wrote; "participation is an essential means 

for the individual to discover his [her] needs through the discovery of him [her] self as a 

social human being" (Bachrach 1975 in Reddell 2003, p. 23). Researcher and founder of the 

Journal of Community Action, Nelson Rosenbaum, finds empirical evidence suggests 

participation and individual psychological development are strongly correlated (Rosenbaum 

1978 in Reddell 2003, p. 23). Paul Blumberg, former Emeritus Professor of Sociology at the 

City University of New York, proposed citizen participation gratifies basic human needs for 

respect, appreciation, responsibility and autonomy (Blumberg 1968 in Reddell 2003, p. 23). 

These individualistic notions of participatory democracy may have ramifications for 

addressing systemic disadvantage in Indigenous Australians, which has been linked to 

unresolved trauma, loss and grief issues (Gordon et al 2002, p. 57). The potential 
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opportunity is direct participation by Indigenous people in democratic processes may be an 

important dimension to healing and empowerment.  

According to Reddell, proponents of structuralist expressions of participatory democracy 

argue for a transformation of the political process through a reorganisation of social and 

political systems based on openness and accountability (Gould 1988; Poulantzas 1980; 

Macpherson 1966 as cited in Reddell 2003, p. 23). Individual rights are important but they 

must be placed in a broader context within economic, political and social systems. 

Transformation of existing systems such as political parties, parliament and state 

bureaucracy must be complemented by new processes and structures of self-management 

based around the locality and workplace. Carole Pateman, in her book Participation and 

Democratic Theory, argues democracy must begin to count in people's everyday existence 

by extending the sphere of democratic control to those social and political institutions in 

which most people live out their lives (Pateman 1970 as cited in Reddell 2003, p. 23). For 

many Indigenous communities, democratic governance is not a familiar concept and is 

fundamentally different, in theory and practice, to Indigenous governance and worldviews 

(Smith 2005, p. 11). Structural participation in democracy suggests an opportunity for 

Indigenous communities to integrate the two value systems for a more certain future.  

Reddell concludes that this contrast between the individualistic and structural accounts of 

participatory democracy is important. Participatory democracy must have a practical 

relevance to the lives of individuals and communities, whilst also reforming traditional social 

and political institutions thus extending the sphere of democratic activity. Linking these 

practical and reformist dimensions is a constant challenge for developing participatory 

democratic processes and structures which can coexist with, but also question the 

dominance of liberal representative institutions (Reddell 2003, p. 24).  
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This brief theoretical account at the level of democratic theory serves to illustrate the 

individual and broader social development opportunities that may be afforded through the 

direct involvement of Indigenous communities in the decisions of government at each of the 

COAG trial sites. It also illustrates that the challenges may go beyond tweaking local service-

delivery approaches to fundamental questions about the nature of democracy, the role of 

the State and how to translate competing democratic ideals in the face of growing 

international and national complexity.  

Some of the challenge stems from the tension between the ideals of participatory 

democracy and the traditions of liberal representative democracy (Reddell 2003, p. 20). 

Reddell argues that “the uneasy relationship between the two remains a constant” but it is 

to be valued (Reddell 2003 p. 272). He concludes that the tension between representative 

and participatory forms of governance reflects the “interdependence between an active 

state and engaged civil society” and that it should remain so that “real dialogue and 

deliberation can occur” (Reddell 2003 p. 247). Such dialogue and deliberation has long been 

acknowledged as a necessary condition for the proper functioning of the Indigenous affairs 

system (House of Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal Affairs 1990, 

Recommendation 1, p. xvii; and COAG 1992, Guiding Principles).  

Public administration theory – participatory governance  

This discussion shifts down from the level of democratic theory to public administration 

theory. The shift represents a step closer to the practical characteristics necessary for 

implementing the theoretical ideals. Accompanying this step is a change of terms for the 

concept, from participatory democracy to participatory governance. The semantics raises a 

preliminary conceptual issue that is discussed briefly.  

With few exceptions, the Australian literature refers to the concept of citizen participation 

in government as ‘participatory governance’, rather than ‘participatory democracy’ (Reddell 
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2003; Edwards 2002: 52; Lovan, Murray and Shaffer 2004; Bond et al 2007; Osmani 2007; 

Edwards 2008 as quoted in Edwards et al 2012, p. 157). Reddell (2003), in his thesis on 

participatory governance, does not identify or discuss why the expression ‘participatory 

democracy’ is rarely used in the Australian literature, but he does distinguish it from 

‘participatory governance’. His view is the latter represents more practical considerations to 

applying the broader theoretical concept (Reddell 2003, p. 15).  

British researcher Jenny Pearce, editor of a book presenting six urban case studies on citizen 

participation in government (three in Latin America and three in the UK), employed the 

expression ‘participatory democracy’ for the Latin American cases and ‘participatory 

governance’ for the UK cases (Pearce *ed.] 2010 in Bergh 2011). Relatively, Pearce says 

participatory governance offers ‘‘controlled inclusion’’ and is based on a logic to ‘‘selectively 

include and foster relationships which accommodate to, rather than challenge, decision 

makers’’ (Pearce [ed.] 2010 as quoted in Bergh 2011, p. 551).  

It is evident that Pearce’s distinction between the terms depends on the degree of reform. It 

raises the question of whether the more accommodating reforms associated with a 

participatory governance paradigm, which involves ‘passive techniques such as 

consultation’, would result in sufficient reforms of the Indigenous affairs system to produce 

the socio-economic outcomes that COAG was seeking? It may be that the context of the 

Indigenous affairs system requires more deep-seated reforms that explore the boundaries 

of the “active ideals of participatory democracy” (Reddell 2003, p. 62).  

Another further semantic step towards the reality of public administration practice is the 

translation of participatory governance theory to the oft-used term ‘partnership’. In the 

decade prior to the announcement of the COAG Trials Project, in Australia and beyond, 

there had been increasing attention to the use of partnership-style relationships involving 

the public sector. Governments around the world were actively seeking a broad partnership 
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with civil society and the private sector (Gigu re 2001). Illustrating this, British researcher 

Ben Jupp (2000) found the word ‘partnership’ was used in the British Parliament 38 times 

during 1989 compared with 6,197 times during 1999 (as cited in Ling 2002, p. 625).  

The increased attention to partnerships by public administrations over the 1990’s has been 

attributed to several factors of change that were affecting the traditional systems of 

governance. They include globalisation and the increased importance placed on 

competition; the increased use and variety of new information technologies; changes in 

society and community expectations; and changes in values and political beliefs (Edwards 

2002, p. 79). Edwards later summarised these influences: lower levels of citizen trust in 

government; many more wicked problems in society; and unintended consequences of New 

Public Management (NPM) (Edwards 2008, p. 2). All of which sit alongside “significant 

citizen cynicism about governments” (Edwards 2002, p. 79). In the context of this thesis, one 

could add the growing frustration in Australia at the lack of sustained improvement in 

Indigenous socio-economic status, despite more than three decades of concerted effort, by 

national, state and territory governments of all political persuasion.  

The overall aim of public administrations instigating government-community partnerships is 

“to improve governance” (Gigu re 2001, p. 5). According to Sylvain Gigu re, Deputy Head of 

the Co-operative Action Programme on Local Economic and Employment Development, 

Organisation for Economic Development, such partnerships would encourage an open 

public debate, which he considered was necessary to find innovative solutions to the key 

challenges facing society (Gigu re 2001, p. 3):  

Through partnerships, civil society, its NGOs, enterprises and different levels 

of government work together to design area-based strategies, adapt policies 

to local conditions and take initiatives consistent with shared priorities 

(Gigu re 2001, p. 5). 
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Just prior to the commencement of the COAG Trials Project, Stewart (2000) found there was 

no agreed definition of partnership nor was there a clear theoretical framework within 

which to analyse partnerships (Stewart 2000 cited in Goddard 2010, p. 9). In 2004, the 

Australian Public Service Commission (2004) recognised citizen-participation in government 

as a growing challenge for the Australian Public Service that would require increasingly 

sophisticated professional skills in communication and consultation techniques (Australian 

Public Service Commission 2004, pp. 51 & 70). In light of the theoretical gaps, a number of 

researchers sought to clarify the concept of partnerships by placing it on a spectrum of 

types of citizen participation.  

From consultation to partnership  

Australian researcher Meredith Edwards, who was then Deputy Vice-Chancellor of the 

University of Canberra and the Director of the National Institute for Governance, stated that 

participatory governance theory represented a rethinking of the traditional consultation 

model, which she described:  

Traditionally, governments have undertaken formal consultations with 

community and other groups, most frequently around the middle of the 

process of developing policy, and often on the basis of a discussion paper. 

Consultation at other stages in developing policy has normally been 

undertaken informally, and more by ministers than public servants (Edwards 

2001, p. 81).  

Participatory governance theory recognises the traditional consultation model as a valid 

form of citizen participation in certain circumstances (Edwards 2001, p. 81). However, 

Edwards recommends the degree and form of citizen participation be correlated to the 

purpose of the citizen participation and the policy context. It should also be the subject of 

an agreement between the partners “up front” (Edwards 2001, p. 81).  
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A 1996 study for the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

suggested public involvement in government action could be placed on a continuum, from 

minimal interaction through to complete cooperation (Shand and Arnberg 1996 as cited in 

Althaus et al 2013, p. 112). Drawing on this, Davis (1996) produced a scale of five 

instruments for citizen participation, which distinguishes each according to the degree of 

public involvement in government action.  

Figure 7: Instruments for citizen participation in government, scaled by degree of involvement 

Information Consultation Partnership Delegation Control 

Surveys 
 

Focus groups 
 

Public 
information 
campaigns 

Key contacts 
 

Interest group 
meetings  

 

Circulation of 
proposals  

 

Public hearings 
  

Advisory 
committees 

 

Policy 
communities 

Public inquiries 
 

Impact 
assessment 
studies 

 

Citizens’ jury  

Referenda  
 

Privatisation  

Source: Davis (1996) reproduced from Althaus et al (2013), p. 114.   

 

In this scale, partnerships are located in the middle column of the Davis’ scale and are 

limited to citizen involvement in “advisory committees and policy communities” (see 

column three of Figure 7). However, Edwards (2012) highlights subsequent OECD 

publications viewed partnerships with government as requiring greater citizen involvement 

than that represented in the Davis scale (OECD 2001; OECD 2003 in Edwards 2012, p. 153). 

These OECD publications refer to three possible levels of participation of non-government 

players with government: starting with government providing information; then 

government consulting with citizens; and thirdly, government providing the means for 

‘active participation’. On this scale, the concept of partnership lies within the third category 



215 
 

of active participation, providing a far greater role for citizen participation compared to 

advisory committees/policy communities:  

If active participation occurs, then it ‘is a relationship based on partnership’. 

It would be expected that government would work with the public to not 

only provide feedback on how their input affected decisions, but also 

develop options reflecting their concerns. As the OECD states, this process 

‘acknowledges equal standing for citizens in setting the agenda, proposing 

policy options and shaping the policy dialogue’ but adds that ‘the 

responsibility for the final decision or policy formulation rests with 

government’. 

The third category of active participation could include the option of 

government either delegating authority to others in decision-making, or 

actually handing over decision-making to give others joint decision-making 

powers or even ‘control’ (Bryson 2004). Active participation of outside 

players, therefore, means more than a process by which governments seek 

to engage the public or organisations on their terms; it is a process of 

engaging with stakeholders and citizens, which may include a player outside 

of government initiating the engagement (Edwards et al 2012, p. 153).  

Around the time of the COAG Trials Project, the Australian literature viewed partnership as 

involving citizens beyond policy input. For example, Edwards argued that in some 

circumstances a greater degree of citizen participation may be necessary, with “politically 

sensitive” issues such as “environmental or aboriginal (sic) issues” (Edwards 2001, p. 81). 

Edward states in such circumstances, the citizen may be afforded an opportunity to be 

involved from the initial stages of identifying the problem, to the policy-making processes, 

to decision-making about implementation and evaluation (Edwards 2001, p. 81). In this way, 

the relationship between government and citizen is transformed and “consultation gives 

way to a collaborative or partnership relationship” (Edwards 2001, p. 81). Edwards argues 

that participatory governance may involve a “paradigm shift” in which government, 

business and community sectors were being challenged to redefine their respective roles 
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and responsibilities (Edwards 2001, p. 78). Edwards’ view accords with the OECD’s ‘active 

participation’ type rather than Davis’ classification, which was limited to policy input.  

Stoker (1998) produced a similar scale for the Australian context and identified three types 

of partnerships: 1) principal-agent relations, 2) inter-organisational negotiation, and 3) 

systemic coordination (Stoker 1998 in Goddard 2010, p. 11). Principal-agent partnerships 

involve purchaser-provider relationships, such as contracts associated with competitive 

tendering. Inter-organisational negotiation involves bargaining and coordination between 

parties through the blending of capacities. The third category, systemic coordination, 

embeds the partners and there is a mutual understanding. The partner organisations 

develop a shared vision and degree of joint working that leads to the establishment of self-

governing networks (as described in Goddard 2010, pp. 11-12). Stoker’s ‘systemic 

coordination’ type accords with OECD’s ‘active participation’ and Edwards’ ‘paradigm shift’.  

In 2002, Australian consulting firm Success Works developed a model to illustrate different 

types of relationships between government and community (see Figure 8). The “Continuum 

of Joint Effort Model”, developed for the Australian context, scales the degree of participant 

empowerment in the decision-making process. The further along the continuum, the 

greater the level of intensity and commitment to the relationship will be required (Victorian 

Council of Social Services and the Department of Human Services 2009, p. 17).  

In this model, partnership is presented as the maximum form of participatory consultation. 

It requires specifically tailored administration such as the development of a formal 

agreement, detailed joint planning, role clarification and sustainable relationships. This view 

accords with the OECD’s type of ‘active participation’, Edwards’ ‘paradigm shift’ and 

Stoker’s ‘systemic coordination’ as opposed to Davis’ type of “advisory committees/policy 

communities”. It is contended these characteristics most closely align with Minister 

Ruddock’s “emerging revolution” of agreement making in Indigenous affairs and are 
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therefore indicative of the type of partnership that COAG intended for the Trials Project. 

The form and content of the Trial Project’s ‘Performance Monitoring and Evaluation 

Framework’ further supports this contention (ICCT 2003a).  

 

Figure 8: Continuum of Joint Effort Model  

 

Evidence of effectiveness of the partnership theory  

Internationally, the OECD found an increased prevalence of both information provided by 

government to citizens, and opportunities for feedback and consultation, but initiatives 

involving active participation were rare, and the few instances observed were restricted to a 

very few OECD member countries (OECD 2003 as cited in Edwards et al 2012, p. 154). For 
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example, under the Blair Government in the United Kingdom, British researcher Janie Percy-

Smith argued that there was evidence of good partnership working in services for children 

but even then, there was little evidence that it generated desired outcomes (Percy-Smith 

2006 as cited in Davies 2009, p. 84). Davies (2009) said Smith found the literature on 

‘flagship’ New Labour initiatives were replete with cautionary tales about the impediments 

to joining-up through partnership (Lawless 2004; Davies 2005; Sullivan 2005 as cited in 

Davies 2009, p. 84).  

Davies (2009) reviewed a survey of city-level strategic partnerships in the cities of Dundee, 

Scotland and Hull, England. These strategic partnerships emerged in the late 1990s as part 

of the British Government’s strategy for delivering responsive, coordinated and efficient 

public services. The survey found the local politics of social inclusion in these two cities 

revealed a strong partnership ethos. However, in practice, many respondents felt that the 

partnerships were internally fragmented, and struggled to develop a common cause and 

compatible organizational cultures. The sense across the public, private, voluntary and 

community sectors in both cities was that the partnerships replicated the silos they were 

created to overcome. Davies called this phenomena ‘partnership silos’. He concluded that 

political value conflicts form an essential part of the explanation for the replication of ‘silos’ 

within the cities’ partnerships. He argued that the strong partnership ethos sustained only a 

shallow consensus over abstract goals and legitimated the avoidance of political value 

conflicts (Davies 2009).  

In the Australian context, it has been argued that ‘partnership’ had become part of rhetoric 

in the arrangement between governments and community sector organisations and there is 

little evidence to support, or substance to, these ‘new’ partnership arrangements (ACOSS 

1997; Lyons 2002; 2003; as cited in Goddard 2010, p. 8). Further, it has been argued that the 

partnerships were based on assumptions, which had attracted little critique (Carson and 
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Kerr 2002; Kenny 2001; Kerr and Savelsberg 2001; Onyx 2001 as cited in Goddard 2010, p. 

2). Inconsistent applications of partnership principles were seen as a source of tension 

between governments and third sector organisations, with the effect of projecting the 

perception of rhetoric rather than describing the reality of the situation (Brown and Ryan 

2003 as cited in Goddard 2010, p. 8). Rowe (2002) highlighted that there was little sign of 

policy makers understanding the ideals of partnerships, and that without this understanding 

there will be little change or, even more detrimental, those excluded groups who believed 

their ‘voice’ would be heard will lose hope (Rowe 2002 as quoted in Goddard 2010, p. 8).  

Under the reforms associated with NPM, the Australian bureaucracy had developed some 

experience with the use of public-private partnerships (PPPs), which were largely employed 

with the private sector (Barrett 2003, p. 5). This experience may have been influential in the 

increasing use of partnerships between governments and the community sector, even 

though a partnership approach is purported to differ significantly from the paradigm of 

previous contractual relationships (Goddard 2010, p. 1). In 2010, South Australian social 

policy researcher Jodi Goddard concluded that the partnerships between government and 

the community-sector had not involved “a major paradigm shift but rather current practices 

are reflecting a new form of ‘contractualism’” (Goddard 2010, p. 2). Partnerships by their 

nature attempt to minimise the power imbalances between parties but Goddard highlighted 

several ways in which power nevertheless remained a restraining influence.  

Furthermore, in some cases “partnership working appears to be a 

remarkably effective means of ensuring that the state retains, and in some 

cases strengthens, its power over some sectors (particularly the voluntary 

and community sectors)” (Rummery 2002: 243).  Partnerships may also 

challenge the power of local actors who have a specific mandate that differs 

from that of a partnership (Curtain 2002).  Additionally, Geddes (2003) 

argues that a partnership agenda could be used to further cost-shifting 

between sectors, with the ability to exclude certain sectors or organisations 
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which may be seen as a hindrance to the partnership or an individual 

partner’s objectives (Goddard 2010, p. 14).  

Craig and Taylor (2002, p. 134) stated that “partnership continues at present to be 

developed within existing structures, processes and frameworks of power – new rhetoric 

poured into old bottles” (cited in Goddard 2010, p. 8). Rummery (2002), and Balloch and 

Taylor (2001), noted that partnerships appeared to reinforce and leave existing power 

relationships intact, allowing those who control resources the ability to dictate to other less 

powerful members. This arrangement, Rummery (2002) suggested, is therefore partnership 

in name only. In effect when governments hold the purse strings in the area of social policy 

implementation and models of service delivery, the notion of ‘equal partner’ is brought into 

question (as cited in Goddard 2010, p. 14). This suggests the implementation of partnerships 

in the wider non-government sector had involved only nominal reform.  

Indigenous affairs policy and the ‘partnership theory’  

In Australia, employing participatory governance mechanisms was regarded as a new 

challenge for mainstream public administration around the turn of this century (Edwards 

2001; Australian Public Service Commission 2002). However, the participation of Indigenous 

people in Australian government policy and service delivery had been a tried and tested 

guiding principle for three decades.  

In 1976, the Chairman of the Royal Commission on Australian Government Administration 

Dr H. C. Coombs endorsed the principle “to increase Aboriginal influence on, and 

participation in the processes of government which deal with their affairs” through 

numerous recommendations (Royal Commission on Australian Government Administration 

1976, see pp. 335-342). Dr Coombs concluded; “programs will continue to fall short of their 

objectives…”, unless, among other things, “…real power to make decisions in matters of 

importance to Aboriginals is entrusted” (Royal Commission on Australian Government 

Administration 1976, p. 337).  
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More specifically, in 1973, the Commonwealth Government established the National 

Aboriginal Consultative Committee (NACC) and its successor, the National Aboriginal 

Congress (NAC) in 1978. Essentially, the role of the NACC and the NAC was to ensure 

Aboriginal interests were represented in the decisions of government (see Thomas 1987). In 

1984, Dr Coombs conducted a review of the NAC and highlighted an important limitation of 

the model in terms of Aboriginal participation:  

…any organisation designed to give Aborigines an effective influence on 

Government policies must … be given and accept significant responsibility for 

decisions about the total and the allocation of funding for expenditure for 

Aboriginal Affairs (Coombs 1984 as quoted in Thomas 1987, Appendix H) (my 

emphasis).  

Perhaps building upon Dr Coombs’ advice, in 1990, there was bipartisan support for 

Indigenous participation in government processes, which led to the legislative 

establishment of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC). The 

legislation provided for the establishment of sixty regional councils (reduced to thirty-six in 

1993) and a national commission comprised of elected Indigenous persons with authority to 

contribute to government policy and administration in Indigenous affairs (ATSIC Act 1989 

Cth). While the language of partnership was not explicitly used back then to describe ATSIC’s 

role, it is evident that its key function was to enable Indigenous participation in the 

processes of government.  

Noting the limitations of the NACC and NAC models, the need to ensure effective 

Indigenous influence in government processes did not rest with the establishment of ATSIC. 

In parallel, an overriding ‘partnership theory’ emerged in prominence in Indigenous affairs 

policy over the following decade. Two of the earliest explicit public expressions of the value 

of establishing a ‘partnership’ between Australian governments and Indigenous Australians 

occurred on 10 December 1992. Then Prime Minister Paul Keating in his famous “Redfern 
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Speech” launched the 1993 International Year of the World's Indigenous People with the 

theme Indigenous Peoples: a new relationship; partnership in action (ATSI SJC 1993, p. 91). 

On the same date but on the other side of the world, Ms Lowitja (Lois) O’Donoghue, then 

Chairperson of ATSIC, in an address to the United Nations General Assembly in New York, 

declared the theme of the 1993 International Year of the World's Indigenous People 

provided an opportunity “to create a new partnership based upon understanding, co-

operation and goodwill” (ATSI SJC 1993, p. 78).  

On 14 January 1994, the Prime Minister’s Office wrote to the ATSIC Chair Lowitja 

O’Donoghue for advice on further measures “to address the dispossession of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people” (ATSIC 1995, p. 1). The advice would inform the 

Commonwealth Government’s response to the 1992 High Court of Australia decision on 

native title.16 ATSIC and the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation conducted an extensive 

nation-wide consultation process and produced a wide-ranging report titled Recognition 

Rights and Reform - A Report to Government on Native Title Social justice Measures. It 

recommended, amongst other things, that the Commonwealth Government adopt a set of 

principles including:  

…in the formulation of policies and delivery of programs, the Commonwealth 

… shall establish a genuine and productive partnership with indigenous 

peoples through representative bodies at local, regional, State and national 

levels (ATSIC 1995, p. 11) (my emphasis).  

It is argued the emerging philosophy of partnership in Indigenous policy complemented the 

political repositioning of Indigenous affairs associated with the 1990’s Reconciliation 

movement. Collectively, the emerging philosophy sought to define a broader harmonious 

relationship between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians, perhaps to take the sting 

out of the perceived fears associated with Aboriginal land rights, the aspirations for self-
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223 
 

determination via a treaty, and compensation for the Stolen Generations (Pratt 2003, pp. 

14-15). It is curious whether these circumstances are an example of Davies’ proposition that 

the philosophy of partnerships may legitimate the avoidance of political value conflicts 

(Davies 2009, p. 80).  

Following its election in 1996, the incoming Howard Government adopted the ‘partnership 

theory’ for Indigenous affairs. For example, the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet 

reported in its Annual Report 1998-99 that it provided secretariat support for the Council for 

Aboriginal Reconciliation, which included:  

…encouraging partnerships between governments, business, peak 

organisations and community groups, with the aim of securing commitments 

to achieve social and economic equality for indigenous peoples (DPMC 1999, 

p. 50) (my emphasis).  

One of the more significant manifestations of the Howard Government’s commitment to 

the partnership theory was its support for the exploration of new models of Indigenous 

representation at the regional and local levels. This is valuable as an indication of the 

features of the type of partnerships that were being contemplated at the policy-level as 

necessary to improve socio-economic outcomes from public expenditure.  

In the lead-up to the 1998 federal elections, the Federal Coalition gave a policy commitment 

to working in partnership with the Indigenous community and ATSIC to develop regional 

models, and to devolve, where possible, decision making and management to the local level 

(Murdi Paaki ATSIC Regional Council 2004, p. 8). In line with this commitment, on 30 

September 1999, Senator John Herron, Commonwealth Minister for Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander Affairs and Mr Djerrkura, then Chairman, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Commission launched a discussion paper entitled “Regional Autonomy for Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Communities” (ATSIC 2000a, p. 2). Partly in response to this discussion 

paper and partly in response to the earlier 1998 Section 26 Review of the Operation of the 
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission Act 1989 (Section 26 Review),17 a number 

of Indigenous communities around Australia had been developing their own model for 

greater regional autonomy as part of the new partnership approach.  

In May 2000, ATSIC published the Report on Greater Regional Autonomy and the ATSIC 

Board of Commissioners endorsed its recommendations in June 2000.  Essentially, there 

were two recommendations: 1) Enhance the functions of the ATSIC Regional Councils, and 

2) Support the work of communities to establish regional authorities. In relation to the first, 

it recommended that the powers and functions of the ATSIC Regional Councils be enhanced 

to enable them “enter into agreements, on a regional or sub-regional basis, with Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander organisations and communities, and Commonwealth, State, 

Territory and local governments and their agencies, for the co-ordinated provision of 

services to the Indigenous people of the region” (ATSIC 2000a, p. 35). This recommendation 

was in accord with recommendation 17a of the aforementioned Section 26 Review.  

The second recommendation was further work be undertaken to develop criteria that a 

regional authority would be required to meet and request the Minister to seek legislative 

approval to enable the establishment of regional authorities (ATSIC 2000a, p. 35). It also 

endorsed the principle from recommendation 20 of the Section 26 Review that “structures 

of Indigenous self-management and self-governance … be sufficiently flexible to 

accommodate diversity and allow people to have a real say in how they organise their 

affairs” (ATSIC 2000a, p. 35).  

The Report on Greater Regional Autonomy described four models that were under 

development at the time: East Arnhem region in the Northern Territory; Cape York 

Peninsula in Queensland, the Murdi Paaki region in New South Wales; and the Kimberley 

region in Western Australia (ATSIC 2000a, pp. 24-27).  The models varied. At one end of the 
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 Review of the Operation of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission Act 1989: 
Report to the Minister for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs, ATSIC, February (1998).  
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spectrum, the existing ATSIC regional council would be empowered to enter into strategic 

agreements with Commonwealth, State, Territory and Local Governments to implement 

their triennial Regional Plans. At the other end of the spectrum, a new Regional Authority 

would be established with wide-ranging powers similar to that of the Torres Strait Regional 

Authority. At a theoretical level, the partnership models at both ends of this spectrum 

would be located within the OECD’s type of ‘active participation’, Edwards’ ‘paradigm shift’, 

Stoker’s ‘systemic coordination’ and Success Works’ representation of government-

community partnerships. This demonstrates the policy analysis pointed to the most 

sophisticated types of partnerships would be necessary to fulfil the purpose.  

Subsequently, a number of parliamentary inquiries and Commonwealth Government policy 

statements also endorsed the partnership theory as a key principle for Indigenous affairs. 

For example, in May 2000, in the foreword to the Report on the Inquiry into Indigenous 

Health, House of Representatives Standing Committee on Family and Community Affairs 

Chairman Barry Wakelin concluded:  

Progress can only be made in Indigenous health with strong cooperative 

partnerships between the Indigenous community, the Commonwealth, 

States and Territories (House of Representatives Standing Committee on 

Family and Community Affairs 2000, p. viii) (my emphasis).  

State, Territory and Local Governments also strongly supported the ‘partnership theory’ for 

Indigenous affairs policy. For example, in February 2001, the NSW Premier announced “a 

fresh plan for Aboriginal Affairs”, Partnerships – A New Way of Doing Business with 

Aboriginal People (ATSI SJC 2001, p. 238). Also in 2001, the State of Queensland endorsed a 

policy called Cape York Partnerships as a ten-year strategy for Indigenous affairs. On 1 

October 2001, the Northern Territory Government made a commitment to adopt 

partnerships with Indigenous communities (ATSI SJC 2001, p. 237). The Australian Local 

Government Association recognised the need for a partnership and acknowledged that this 
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must include the direct participation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities 

and organisations in local and regional, economic and strategic planning and development 

(ATSIC 2000b, p. 20).  

Another indication of the features of the type of partnerships being contemplated as 

necessary was articulated on 24 October 2000 by the Minister for Indigenous Affairs Senator 

John Herron and the Minister for Family and Community Services Senator Jocelyn Newman. 

The Commonwealth Ministers jointly convened a one-day Indigenous Families and 

Communities Roundtable with national Indigenous leaders “to map out a way forward to 

tackle the major issues affecting Indigenous communities” (Newman and Herron 2000). 

Minister Herron is quoted as saying:  

We now have instructions on a new approach to a partnership between 

governments, Indigenous communities and families. The problems that exist 

today are best resolved at local levels and it is up to government to provide 

opportunities for Indigenous Australians to shape a better future for future 

generations (Newman and Herron 2000) (my emphasis).  

Ministers Newman and Herron enunciated thirteen principles or features of partnerships 

following the Roundtable. These included:  

 Indigenous people themselves should have a central role in the design, planning 

and delivery of services;  

 Programs must be developed and delivered in ways that give priority to the building 

of trust and partnerships; and  

 Programs should contribute to practical reconciliation by empowering Indigenous 

people to take responsibility within their families and communities for developing 

solutions to problems (Newman and Herron 2000) (my emphasis).18  
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 Notably, the principle of ‘shared responsibility’ is absent from the Roundtable’s 
recommendations.  
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Following this enunciation, Indigenous representatives also strongly supported the 

‘partnership theory’. For example, in December 2000, ATSIC stated that it “places very 

strong emphasis on the need to establish partnerships at all levels and in all areas to bring 

about positive change in Indigenous circumstances” (ATSIC 2000b, p. 18). Subsequently, 

ATSIC successfully negotiated and signed framework agreements based on ‘partnerships’ 

with every State and Territory Government, as well as between ATSIC and key 

Commonwealth Government departments (ATSIC 2002, Appendix 1).19 Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner Dr Bill Jonas saw ATSIC’s new partnership 

strategy as building alliances and a platform for on-going dialogue:  

The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission has placed particular 

emphasis on forming partnerships and entering into agreements within and 

outside government. ATSIC has engaged with Premiers and Chief Minister’s 

throughout all state and territories as a means to progressing relationships 

and alliances between governments and Indigenous peoples. This has set the 

platform for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities to enter into 

dialogue with state and territory Governments (ATSI SJC 2003, p. 223).  

The partnership theory was explicitly cemented into a national strategy in November 2000, 

when COAG endorsed a national ‘reconciliation framework’, which included a commitment 

“to an approach based on partnerships and shared responsibilities with indigenous (sic) 

communities” (COAG 2000). In 2001, an Inquiry by the House of Representatives Standing 

Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs into the needs of urban dwelling 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples found: 

…there are now hundreds of local, specific arrangements for partnerships 

and collaborative activities that involve Indigenous organisations and 

provider agencies (House of Representatives Standing Committee on 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs 2001, p. 28) (my emphasis).  

                                                             
19

 For descriptions of the “main framework agreements and partnerships made between 
Indigenous representative organisations, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission, 
and state or territory governments”, see ATSI SJC 2002, pp. 223-237.  
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The Committee saw partnership arrangements as the “best strategy” to meet the needs of 

Indigenous people (2001, p. 51). It stated:  

The Indigenous participation is based on the recognition that programs are 

more successful if Indigenous people have input into and play an active role 

in making decisions that affect them (as with other service recipients). 

Indigenous organisations must have or be given the capacity to be equal and 

fully participating partners with governments (House of Representatives 

Standing Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs 2001, pp. 

28-29).  

Somewhat vaguely, and without further detail, the Committee concluded that “goodwill”, 

“cooperation” and “the right attitude” are the keys to achieving successful partnerships 

(House of Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Affairs 2001, p. 152). The Howard Government was re-elected on 10 November 2001. Its 

Indigenous affairs election policy re-emphasised a partnership approach and the 

achievement of practical outcomes. It also committed to explore a new paradigm of 

arrangements, which sounded well beyond the consultation and policy-advisory models of 

the past. It promised:  

…’new and innovative approaches to the way in which we do business’ 

including ‘to explore opportunities for increased autonomy for local and 

regional communities and the potential for more effective arrangements for 

ATSIC at the regional and national level (Ruddock 2002b).  

On 5 April 2002, COAG announced the Trials Project with the aim of trialling government 

and community partnerships in up to ten sites. By the time the COAG Trials Project was 

being established, ‘partnerships’ were being attempted throughout the Indigenous affairs 

system. Eleven days later, on 16 April 2002, Phillip Ruddock, the Minister for Indigenous 

Affairs wrote an opinion piece for The Age newspaper. Minister Ruddock declared a “key 

commitment of the government is to explore opportunities for increased autonomy for local 

and regional communities” (Ruddock 2002b). Minister Ruddock restated the Government’s 
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commitment to a “partnership of shared responsibility between governments and 

indigenous people in which we give equal emphasis to individuals' responsibilities as well as 

rights” (Ruddock 2002b). He also gave a reassurance that the Government was not “seeking 

to dismantle Indigenous communities and organisations” (Ruddock 2002b).20 Four months 

later, in August 2002, Minister Ruddock stated the Government’s commitment to “fostering 

a new culture of agreement-making with Indigenous people that is giving them real 

influence and control in the affairs of state that matter to them” (Ruddock 2002d as cited in 

ATSI SJC 2002, p. 38) (my emphasis). He explained:  

Agreement-making, if it is to succeed, should be guided by the following 

principles: 

• Involvement of the local Indigenous community in decision-

making and determining priorities for action; 

• Shared responsibility of parties to the agreement. Without all 

parties making undertakings, results cannot be ensured; 

• Flexibility to meet local circumstances; 

• Focus on outcomes with clear benchmarks to measure progress. 

We need agreements that are a two-way undertaking that change the 

relationship from one of passive welfare dependency to a much more equal 

relationship. Yes – I am talking about empowerment (Ruddock 2002d as cited 

in ATSI SJC 2002, p. 39) (my emphasis).  

Then, in September 2002, the Commonwealth Government’s formal response to the Final 

Report of the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation states:  

Very importantly, the Government is committed to ensuring that in the 

process of meeting its responsibilities to Indigenous people, they are 

engaged to the maximum extent possible as partners in the design and 

delivery of services (Ruddock 2002a, p. 20) (my emphasis).  
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 However, six months later he initiated a “review of ATSIC” with very broad and unclear terms 
of reference (Rowse 2002). 
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These policy statements indicate the Howard Government was committed to substantial 

reform of the public administration of Indigenous affairs to ensure Indigenous people had 

“empowerment” (Ruddock 2002d), “increased autonomy” (Ruddock 2002b), and “real 

influence and control” (Ruddock 2002d) “to the maximum extent possible as partners in the 

design and delivery of services” (Ruddock 2002a). These were clear indications for the Trials 

Project, which was still in the establishment phase, to look outside the box. The community 

expectations for substantial reforms were high.  

Indigenous affairs policy and the ‘partnership theory’ in practice  

This description of the partnership theory in Indigenous affairs policy so far serves to 

highlight: that it had long been a feature of the Indigenous affairs system; that the policy 

was universally adopted by all the stakeholders prior to the establishment of the COAG 

Trials Project; and some of the intended key features of the proposed new partnerships, 

including those of the COAG trials. There was however little firm evidence of successful 

practice to justify the widespread support for the theory. In practice, the policy ideals failed 

an early test. The test was the Howard Government’s own program of Community 

Participation Agreements (CPA) established on 1 July 2001.  

The Community Participation Agreements (CPA) program  

The Commonwealth Government Budget 2001-2002 made a significant allocation of $32 

million over four years from 1 July 2001 for the Community Participation Agreements (CPA) 

program (ATSI SJC 2001, p. 74). The CPA program was described as “a significant tool for 

advancing the objectives of Indigenous communities or regions as they relate to aspects of 

government service delivery” (ATSI SJC 2003, p. 51). The Commonwealth Government was 

“reasonably confident” that there would be 94 communities participating in the program by 

2005 (Senate Legal and Constitutional 2002a, p. 32).  
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ATSIC, in partnership with the Department of Family and Community Services and 

Centrelink, administered the program. It was part of the then Commonwealth 

Government’s Australians Working Together welfare-reform package in response to the 

final report of the Reference Group on Welfare Reform titled Participation Support for a 

More Equitable Society (the ‘McClure Report’). The McClure Report (2000) recommended 

‘mutual obligation’ and ‘social partnerships’ be employed to ensure “the most effective 

targeting of resources and the identification and application of good practices” (McClure 

2000 as cited in Goddard 2010, p. 4). In many respects, the CPA program was very similar to 

the forthcoming COAG Trials Project. Then Chief Executive Officer of ATSIC and ATSIS Wayne 

Gibbons stated:  

The COAG trials are particularly suited to advancing the CPA initiative (ATSIC 

2003, p. 17). 

A significant difference between them was a detailed policy framework had been developed 

for the operation and roll out of the CPA program, unlike the COAG Project (Senate Legal 

and Constitutional 2002a, p. 31; ATSI SJC 2004, p. 51). The CPA program had also been the 

subject of a one-year “pilot study” in Mutitjulu, a remote community of the Anangu people 

located near Uluru in the Northern Territory (Senate Legal and Constitutional 2002a, p. 31). 

The pilot study was undertaken by Diane Smith, a Fellow with the Centre for Aboriginal 

Economic Policy and Research at the Australian National University. It was conducted in 

partnership with the Mutitjulu Community Council and involved significant consultation 

with government and community. Senior ATSIC Manager Peter Taylor called it an “incredibly 

valuable learning experience” (Senate Legal and Constitutional 2002a, p. 31).  

The pilot study is valuable for the purposes of this thesis because it provides a 

comprehensive articulation by an informed remote Aboriginal community on desirable 

‘good practice’ standards for a government and community partnership. The study provided 

comprehensive and detailed recommendations about a model for a “Community 
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Participation and Partnership Agreement” with the Mutitjulu community. It found that a 

whole-of-government approach would be needed and that a partnership with the 

community is essential to successful implementation of CPA’s (Smith 2001, p. 38). The study 

concluded:  

Anangu see participation not only as a practical contribution, via a range of 

locally-defined activities, in exchange for income support (that is, as an 

obligation), but also as a form of local decision-making, policy formulation 

and service delivery: that is, participation is seen to be about community 

management of welfare. It is likely that every remote community considering 

the possible development of an Agreement, will take a similarly wide view of 

what constitutes participation (Smith 2001, p. 43).  

This description echoes the potential opportunities afforded by the individualistic and 

structuralist dimensions of participatory governance described earlier. The study 

commented that its recommendations for a CPA with the Mutitjulu community were a 

“litmus test” for the Government to implement its new type of partnership:  

The proposed Mutitjulu Agreement represents a demonstration project for 

government’s new welfare policy—a litmus test for its ability to provide a 

comprehensive approach to delivering the necessary funding and program 

support for a community-managed model, and for its willingness to establish 

a practical partnership with the community (Smith 2001, p. ix).  

Disappointingly, for all those involved, the Mutitjulu CPA did not eventuate. Diane Smith, 

who conducted the study, pointed to government ineffectiveness for the failure to 

implement the proposed Mutitjulu CPA:  

Initially, the government departments involved argued that there needed to 

be further community consultation, and suggested that the community was 

in fact ‘too dysfunctional’ to participate in such a major reform process. (In 

fact, continuing consultation was an integral part of the proposed 

implementation process.)  
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In reality, the problem lay not in the community, but in Canberra. First, the 

key departments would not support an ‘all-in’ community model of welfare 

reform and would not support linking Youth Allowance with school 

attendance—even though these had been specifically requested by 

community members and their council. Second, Centrelink and FACS would 

not countenance an Indigenous community working with them to develop 

and implement locally relevant breaching rules. They also would not 

countenance a community organisation being provided with a delegation 

under the Social Security Act in order to do so (‘Over my dead body,’ 

declared one senior bureaucrat). 

Third, entrenched interdepartmental turf wars in Canberra meant that the 

departments concerned were unable to negotiate a common position. As a 

result, the process inevitably became bogged down by strategic bureaucratic 

behaviour that led to inertia. Finally, the Federal Government was unable or 

unwilling to reform the chaotic state of its departmental program funding in 

order to streamline the pooled funding and grant-reporting arrangements 

that would have been required (Smith in O’Flynn and Wanna (eds.) 2008, p. 

81).  

The $32 million CPA program was eventually abolished but not before it was transferred to 

the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Service (ATSIS) in 2003 and then transferred to the 

Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs on 1 July 2004 (Senate Legal and 

Constitutional 2004d, p. 57 per Gibbons). It is not known if it was the subject of an 

evaluation or final report.  

The demise of the CPA program is one example but there was also concern at the time from 

key stakeholders about the quality of the ‘hundreds’ of partnerships that had been 

attempted throughout the Indigenous affairs system. The comprehensive Commonwealth 

Grants Commission’s Indigenous Funding Inquiry, which was tabled in Commonwealth 

Parliament in September 2001, waded into the quality of the public administration in 

Indigenous affairs, including the experiences of previous partnerships. For the purposes of 

this thesis, this is valuable information. It presents the informed view of an independent, 
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authoritative body responsible for the oversight of government action about the elements 

of good practice for such partnerships to be effective.  

In its Report on Indigenous Funding (2001), the Commonwealth Grants Commission found 

the existing partnership arrangements had had little effect on improving social and 

economic lives of the Indigenous partners. There was insufficient input of local people in 

planning. There were power imbalances in the existing partnerships and there were 

concerns that the mainstream government agencies spoke the rhetoric but lacked actual 

commitment (Commonwealth Grants Commission 2001, p. 74). The Commonwealth Grants 

Commission reinforced the thrust of the new partnership theory by emphasising the 

importance of Indigenous judgement:  

…there was no sound numerical index of comparative need, the commission 

suggested that “judgement” would continue to determine how the nine 

Australian governments resource the Indigenous sector. Such “judgements” 

would be more sound, the commission argued, if Indigenous Australians 

were genuinely involved in making them - whether as public servants, as 

organisational partners or as elected representatives (Commonwealth Grants 

Commission 2000 as cited in Rowse 2002) (my emphasis).  

The Commonwealth Grants Commission recommended some “essential features” for 

“effective partnerships” including:  

(i) The involvement of all relevant spheres of government, with a cross-

functional perspective; 

(ii) A financial stake for all parties, so that Indigenous representatives do not 

feel dominated by the fund-holding agencies;  

(iii) Full and equal access to policy and service delivery information for all 

parties; and  

(iv) Indigenous control of, or strong influence over, service delivery 

expenditure and regional and local service delivery arrangements that 

emphasise community development, inter-agency co-operation and general 
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effectiveness (Commonwealth Grants Commission 2001, pp. xviii-xix) (my 

emphasis).  

The Commonwealth Grants Commission recommended practical ways to ensure Indigenous 

people were empowered in such partnerships including genuine involvement in making the 

necessary judgements; full access to information; and control, or strong influence over 

expenditure and service arrangements. The Commonwealth Grants Commission also 

recommended; “…members of partnerships must also agree on operating procedures” 

(Commonwealth Grants Commission 2001, p. 74). At a theoretical level, the type of 

partnership advocated by the Commonwealth Grants Commission is akin to the OECD’s type 

of ‘active participation’, Edwards’ ‘paradigm shift’, Stoker’s ‘systemic coordination’; and 

Success Works’ representation of government-community partnerships. It also resembled 

the publicly-stated policy settings of the Howard Government.  

At the time, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner Dr Bill Jonas 

expressed concern about the quality of the existing partnerships:  

…the government’s approach, and their efforts to date to engage Indigenous 

peoples, do not seek to transform the existing model of service delivery to 

Indigenous peoples. Instead, they focus on improving the effectiveness of the 

existing approach and consequently, the outcomes achieved by it in relation 

to Indigenous disadvantage (ATSI SJC 2002, p. 66) (my emphasis).  

Commissioner Jonas concluded that there are “some signs that the Government’s rhetoric 

on agreement-making and partnership is not being matched by action” (ATSI SJC 2002, p. 

39):  

The conclusion that I have drawn by examining available materials is that the 

Government is reluctant to enter into any relationships or agreement making 

that will in any way transform the power relationship with Indigenous people, 

reduce the level of government control or result in significant institutional 

change (ATSI SJC 2002, p. 40) (my emphasis).  
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Commissioner Jonas formed the view the Howard Government’s political resistance to 

Indigenous self-determination and self-government was impeding effective partnerships 

and thus, effective service delivery:  

Ultimately trials and models such as the COAG whole-of-government 

initiative and the ATSIC CPAs may further require recognition that extensive 

participation by Indigenous peoples and partnership with government in 

regard to governance and capacity-building cannot be countenanced without 

consideration of the dimension of self-determination and self-government 

(ATSI SJC 2002, p. 70). 

Not to be deterred, in February 2005, the then Minister for Indigenous Affairs Amanda 

Vanstone reiterated the Government’s commitment to “a real partnership”:  

The Minister [Vanstone at the National Press Club 23 February 2005] went on 

to argue that ‘we can do better, much better’, through agreements that 

‘reflect a real partnership between the community and governments’ and 

through a partnership in which ‘everyone’s view is heard and everyone’s 

contribution is valued’ (Vanstone 2005 as cited Gray and Sanders 2006, p. 1).  

If the ‘partnership theory’ was so well established in Indigenous affairs, what was the COAG 

Trials Project hoping to achieve? Certainly, at the time, the Howard Government was eager 

to see socio-economic outcomes from its policy of ‘practical reconciliation’. However, it is 

evident that the types of partnerships that were being tried were very different from the 

empowering-type that a wide range of informed stakeholders deemed necessary.  

The literature points to the absence of three features, which may have negatively 

influenced the effectiveness of earlier partnerships between governments and the 

Indigenous community. First, the existing model of service delivery should be “transformed” 

(Edwards 2001; ATSI SJC 2002; Gould 1988; Poulantzas 1980; Macpherson 1966), in the 

sense of a “paradigm shift” (Edwards 2001; Goddard 2010), to enable Indigenous power in 

the decisions affecting the partnership. Second, greater attention should be paid to the 
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degree of Indigenous power in the partnership arrangements at each trial site. In this 

respect, the Commonwealth Grants Commission recommended that Indigenous service 

recipients should be ‘genuinely involved in making the necessary judgements’; have ‘full 

access to information’; and have ‘control or strong influence over expenditure and local 

service delivery arrangements’ (Commonwealth Grants Commission 2001, pp. xviii-xix). 

Third, there should be a relationship of trust formed between the partners (Newman and 

Herron 2000; Edwards 2001, 2002; Reddell 2003).  

In practice, the public administration had been unable to translate the policy commitments 

into effective action. Theory suggests some resistance may be sourced in the tensions 

between liberal representative democracy and participatory democracy. The introverted 

silo culture associated with ‘departmentalism’ may be another source of resistance. 

Commissioner Jonas suggested a lack of political will or unfavourable political ideology may 

have prevented the successful implementation of the type of partnerships deemed 

necessary. By May 2005, the Secretary of the Department of the Prime Minister and 

Cabinet, Peter Shergold was watering down the rhetoric, and perhaps the expectations:  

Peter Shergold asked rhetorically of the new arrangements ‘Can it work?’ 

and then gave the following answer: 

In truth I can be only cautiously optimistic. The changes will need to 

develop progressively, over time. There will be stumbles. There will 

be learning. It means changing the culture of public administration 

and, I surmise, the governance of communities. It will require 

generational commitment to building a partnership between 

communities and government with ongoing participatory 

arrangements (Shergold 2005b as cited in Gray and Sanders 2006, p. 

27).  
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Key characteristics of government-community partnerships  

This section presents a list of twelve key characteristics for effective partnerships between 

government and Indigenous communities (see Table 7). The key characteristics have been 

deduced from the public administration literature and Indigenous affairs policy settings 

outlined in this chapter.  

The purpose of drawing this list is to facilitate an appraisal of the quality of the partnerships 

that were undertaken in each of the eight COAG trial sites. It is argued the functioning of all 

twelve key characteristics in a trial site would represent ‘full implementation’ of COAG’s aim 

for a “government-community partnership”, though reference would still need to be made 

to the social and economic outcomes before it could be judged as ‘successful 

implementation’ (Pollitt 2003, p. 45).  

It is argued the list of twelve key characteristics represent an accumulation of best-practice 

knowledge of how to implement such partnerships around the time of the COAG Trials 

Project. Collectively, the key characteristics may be regarded as a conceptual framework for 

partnerships, similar to that recommended by Goddard (2010), who states:  

The variable way partnerships are being defined and implemented suggests 

the need to develop a conceptual framework for effective partnership 

working in Australia. My project found that certain requirements are needed 

for a partnership to exist and these are also required to address issues for 

sustainability and transferability. A conceptual framework for effective 

partnership working would assist partnership members in the forming and 

functioning of collaborative relationships and hence assist in the 

identification of common principles which would structure the terms of the 

partnership and the rights, roles and responsibilities of the partners 

(Goddard 2010, p. 16).   

Edwards (2001; 2002) suggested several important elements for “a good participatory 

governance framework” to assist the partners to advance the principles of accountability, 
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transparency, equity and efficiency (Edwards 2001, p. 84). Edwards suggests seven 

elements:  

 A common language and set of principles to guide how the relationship is to work;  

 Mutual understanding and recognition of the value frameworks of each sector;  

 Clarity of goals and expectations of each sector;  

 An early clear statement of respective roles and responsibilities through the policy 

development and implementation process and related accountabilities;  

 Early agreement on what outcomes are to be evaluated;  

 Acknowledgement of the achievements of each sector; and  

 Dispute resolution processes. (Edwards, 2001, p. 84)   

Later work by Edwards (2012) concludes that there are “three fundamental and interrelated 

challenges emerging from the relevant literature, which need to be tackled for successful 

active citizen and stakeholder engagement”. They are:  

 Strong leadership,  

 Trusting relationships, and  

 Sharing decision-making power (Edwards et al 2012, p. 158).  

Edwards states that if “these three fundamental factors are overcome, more practical 

implementation issues are surmountable, including reshaping accountability arrangements, 

aligning structures and processes to the issue and context, ensuring appropriate cultures 

and capabilities, and exploring effective ways of evaluating participatory strategies (Edwards 

et al 2012, p. 158).  

Edwards’ advice was employed as a starting point for drawing up the list of key 

characteristics. The advice is supplemented from the public administration literature and 
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Indigenous affairs policy settings. The directions from Szirom et al (2002) and Success 

Works’ (2002) have been beneficial because they sought to translate the international 

participatory governance literature into an Australian context, particularly the OECD 

literature at the time. The recommendations of the Commonwealth Grants Commission’s 

Report on Indigenous Funding are particularly valuable because it had the opportunity to 

independently review previous partnerships in this context from an efficiency and 

effectiveness perspective. Further supplementation is drawn from the advice of Dr Jonas’, 

who also had the opportunity to review previous attempts at partnerships in this context.  

Corroboration for the twelve key characteristics can be found in the following:  

 Herron and Newman (2000) Communiqué – Indigenous Community Capacity 

Building Roundtable, 24 October 2000, Canberra;  

 Commonwealth Grants Commission (2001) Report on Indigenous Funding, 

Commonwealth Government, Canberra;  

 Edwards (2001) suggests seven important elements for “a good participatory 

governance framework” to assist the partners to advance the principles of 

accountability, transparency, equity and efficiency (Edwards 2001, p. 84); 

 Edwards, M (2002) "Public sector governance: Future issues for Australia", 

Australian Journal of Public Administration 61(2), pp. 51-61;  

 Szirom, T., J. Hyde, Z. Lasater and C. Moore (2002) Working Together – Integrated 

Governance, Melbourne, Victoria;  

 MAC (2004) encourages the use of strategic partnerships between government and 

external stakeholders to assist whole-of-government work (MAC 2004);  

 Organisation for Economic Development (2006) Successful Partnerships - a Guide, 

OECD LEED Forum for Partnerships and Local Governance, Vienna; and  
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 Edwards’ survey (2012) of the literature concludes that there are “three 

fundamental and interrelated challenges … which need to be tackled for successful 

active citizen and stakeholder engagement” (Edwards et al 2012, p. 158).  
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Table 7: Twelve key characteristics of a government-community partnership  

No. KEY CHARACTERISTIC  

1. The right partners: Government and Indigenous partners are representative and 
empowered to fulfil role (Szirom et al 2002, pp. 20 & 85).  

2. Partnership agreement: Comprehensive, detailed and signed   

3. Joint steering committee: Comprised of senior representatives of each partner 

4. Respect for the value frameworks of each partner (Edwards 2001);  

5. Nurturing of trust and collaboration including partnership-skills training to develop a 
common understanding of the partnership theory, that is, how the partnership should 
operate to produce the desired outcomes (Newman and Herron 2000; Edwards 2001; 
Edwards 2002, p. 59; Szirom et al 2002; MAC 2004, pp. 14, 33 & 101);  

6. Protocols for shared decision-making power between governments and Indigenous 
representatives for policy, implementation and evaluation of the trial, with a 
“paradigm shift” from the traditional policy-cycle model (Edwards 2001). The degree 
of Indigenous power should equate to: “full and effective participation in decisions 
affecting funding distribution and service delivery” and “genuinely involved” in 
making the necessary judgements (Commonwealth Grants Commission 2001, pp. xviii-
xix, p. 74; Herron and Newman 2000);  

7. Common agenda of shared objectives and desired outcomes (Edwards 2001; OECD 
2003 as cited in Edwards et al 2012);  

8. Early role clarity and detailed planning (Edwards 2001; Szirom et al 2002). 

9. Steering committee possesses authority, vertically and horizontally, in each partner’s 
respective domain to implement the partnership agreement (Matheson 2000; Szirom 
et al 2002);  

10. Steering committee sustained for the duration of the trial with minimal changes in 
personnel (Shergold 2005b, p. 4; Gray and Sanders 2006, p. 27);  

11. Shared responsibility for the whole-of-government financial expenditure in the trial 
region for the duration of the trial, such as a block-funding arrangement that 
accumulates funds from multiple sources (Commonwealth Grants Commission 2001, 
Chapter 5, see in particular pp. 90 & 92; House of Representatives Standing 
Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs 2004, pp. 86-88); and 

12. Full access to information for policy, planning, implementation and evaluation 
decisions (Commonwealth Grants Commission 2001, pp. xviii-xix; Success Works 2002; 
MAC 2004, p. 68; Auditor-General 2007b, p. 7121).  

 

 

  

                                                             
21 “At a minimum, the information needed includes reports on operational performance; 
financial performance and compliance with the Government’s policy objective in Indigenous 
affairs” (Auditor-General 2007b, p. 71). 
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Summary of government-community partnership theory 

This discussion set out to build a theoretical and practical understanding of the COAG 

Project’s aim for ‘government and community partnerships’. It commenced with a 

description of COAG’s explicit directions for a government-community partnership. The 

directions were broad but some key indicators of the nature of the intended partnerships 

were inferred from Commonwealth Government policy statements at the time. Essentially, 

the Indigenous people in the COAG trial sites were to have “real influence and control”, 

which implies shared power would accompany the shared responsibility. 

The discussion revealed the objective of involving citizens in public decision-making is 

complex and can be traced back to the genesis of democracy, in particular the ideals of 

participatory democracy. A brief account of democratic theory suggested individual and 

broader social development opportunities may be afforded through the direct involvement 

of Indigenous communities in the processes of government.  

The discussion then illustrates the term ‘partnership’ is a much more recent phenomenon of 

public administration theory, perhaps reflecting the increasing political usage of the term. 

Around the time of the COAG Trials Project there was no agreed definition or clear 

theoretical framework for government-community partnerships. Drawing upon 

international and Australian literature, the discussion demonstrated the concept of citizen-

participation in government encapsulates a spectrum of relationships, with partnerships 

classified as a more complex-type.  

It was demonstrated Indigenous participation in government had been a guiding principle 

for the Australian Indigenous affairs system for the previous forty years through various 

models, including NACC, NAC and ATSIC. The discussion concludes by drawing upon the 

literature and key policy statements at the time of the COAG Trials Project to present a set 
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of key characteristics for partnerships in the Indigenous affairs context, which it is argued, if 

present would collectively indicate successful implementation.  

Theoretical Conclusions  

This discussion has sought to build a theoretical and practical understanding of what the 

COAG Trials Project was trying to achieve through its two aims. The two aims were 

separately framed as public administration theories, which enabled an exploration of their 

theoretical underpinnings, from the broader public governance context to the specific policy 

context of the Australian Indigenous affairs system. At the time of the COAG Trials Project, 

there was a significant body of relevant literature for both aims but COAG’s description of 

the aims in only broad terms provided practically no direction for the stakeholders in the 

trial sites to navigate through the potentially wide array of interpretations.  

In relation to whole-of-government coordination, the scene was set with a potted history of 

applications of the concept throughout the twentieth century in Australia and the United 

Kingdom, with a resurgence of attention to the concept by many western democracies at 

the turn of the twenty first century. It has been represented as a panacea to many of the 

challenges for governments facing an increasingly globalised and complex society. Despite, 

this long history, there was a substantial lack of clarity in its definitions and a substantial 

lack of evidence that proves the theory, coupled with formidable barriers to its successful 

implementation.  

In relation to government-community partnerships, the history of the concept can be traced 

back to the genesis of democracy with a resurgence of attention in the United Kingdom and 

Australia in the 1990’s. It too has been represented as a panacea to many of the challenges 

presented by globalisation. There had been some significant developments in its theoretical 

conceptualisation since the turn of the twenty-first century. In Australia, it has been a 

defining feature of national Indigenous affairs policy since the 1967 Referendum resulting in 
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various models being attempted. It has also been a dominant theme for reforming the 

relationship between governments and the wider community sector. In both circumstances, 

there has been a significant gap between the theory and the political rhetoric, and its 

application and effectiveness. A key concern being the imbalance of shared power between 

the government and community partners. This highlights that the successful 

implementation of the concept inherently challenges the long-established traditional 

authority of government, with non-government interests demanding a greater role in the 

decisions of government.  

The discussion of each aim concludes with the deduction of a conceptual framework in the 

form of a set of key characteristics based on the literature and the Indigenous affairs policy 

settings around the period of the COAG Trials Project. These conceptual frameworks 

benchmark the level of knowledge that was available to the Australian authorities at the 

time, and it is argued, should have been evident in each trial site if the aims were well-

implemented. The key characteristics are now employed in the next Part of this chapter to 

appraise the quality of the implementation of each aim in each of the COAG trial sites.  

Overall, it is evident that the COAG Trials Project was an experiment. Successful 

implementation of the two aims would require carefully considered and fundamental 

reforms to the bureaucracy.  
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PART B: IMPLEMENTING THE THEORY  

This Part considers how well the two theoretical concepts outlined in the literature review 

were implemented at each of the eight COAG trial sites. The developments in each trial are 

analysed against the two extrapolated sets of key characteristics to determine, in effect, the 

degree of achievement of COAG’s original two aims.  

This chapter presents an introductory description of each trial including the key partners; 

the location and some population demographics; and some related pre-existing government 

coordination arrangements. There are some minor variations of this data across the trial 

sites due to availability through prior research or a misalignment between the trial site 

boundaries and the boundaries of the former ATSIC regions. For each trial, it also presents 

two tables, which indicate the degree of achievement of each key characteristic, as good, 

satisfactory or poor. The full analysis, by each key characteristic for each trial, is presented 

in Appendix A: Analysis of Implementation.22 The description of each trial concludes with a 

summary of the measured socioeconomic improvements attributed to the trial. These 

descriptions paint an overall picture for each trial. The trial sites are appraised in the 

chronological order of their formal announcement:  

 Queensland (Qld) – 25 September 2002  

 Northern Territory (NT) - 19 November 2002   

 South Australia (SA) – 22 May 2003  

 Western Australia (WA) – 2 July 2003  

 Victoria (Vic) – 30 July 2003  

 Tasmania (Tas) – 28 August 2003  

 New South Wales (NSW) – 1 September 2003  

                                                             
22

 A detailed explanation of the analytical method is presented in Chapter 2: Methodology. 
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 Australian Capital Territory (ACT) - 15 April 2004.  

Before proceeding, it may be helpful at this point to flag some differences between the 

analysis of implementation presented in this chapter and the analysis presented in Appendix 

A: Analysis of Implementation. The analysis presented in Appendix A: Analysis of 

Implementation employs a theory-based evaluative approach with an acute and detailed 

focus on assessing the degree of achievement of COAG’s original intent. The primary 

purpose of Appendix A is to assist this chapter to identify, if any, systemic patterns about 

the quality of implementation of the COAG Project’s aims.  

This chapter has intentionally forgoes most of the detail of the analysis in Appendix A: 

Analysis of Implementation. The detail is interesting and informative, some salacious and 

shocking, about the manner of implementation of each key characteristic across eight 

different trial settings. Further comparative analysis may provide some lessons to guide the 

future implementation of the two aims in Indigenous affairs’ contexts and beyond. 

However, the detail has been foregone in this chapter to ensure this thesis fulfils its 

research aim, which is to identify any systemic public administration problems. Therefore, 

this chapter is directed at identifying data patterns from the summary table of results for 

each trial as a means to draw conclusions of a systemic nature.  

This is an illustration of the juggling balance, described in Chapter 2: Methodology, between 

conducting deep analyses of the eight trial sites against achieving the overall research aim, 

which was to build an evidentiary foundation to enable credible wider generalisations to be 

made about the Indigenous affairs system.  
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Queensland 

Background  

The Queensland COAG trial site was the first to be formally announced by a high-profile 

media conference, which was held on Wednesday 25 September 2002, some six months 

after the COAG Trials Project was established. Tony Abbott, then Commonwealth Minister 

for Employment and Workplace Relations; Peter Beattie, then Queensland Premier; and 

Noel Pearson, a high-profile Indigenous lawyer from Cape York and Director of Cape York 

Partnerships, conducted the media conference (Abbott 2002).  

The media release stated the aims of the Queensland trial, which were aligned with the two 

aims of the overall COAG Trials Project:  

The Commonwealth Government will work in partnership with the 

Queensland Government and Cape York Indigenous communities to 

manage a ‘whole of government’ approach to Federal and State 

Government services (Abbott 2002) (my emphasis).  

The media release also described the problems the trial was intended to address:  

Currently, Indigenous communities deal with individual agencies across the 

different levels of government on specific issues. This can be inefficient and 

frustrating for the community as it limits the capacity to overcome cross-

portfolio issues. It often means that the benefits for the community of a 

more united approach are missed (Abbott 2002) (my emphasis).  

The evaluation of the Queensland trial, from which much of the following data is drawn, 

was conducted by national consulting firm Urbis Keys Young (Urbis Keys Young 2006c).  

Location and demographics  

Originally, the scope of the trial was the entire Cape York region involving approximately 

150,000 square kilometres in far north Queensland (ATSI SJC 2004, p. 243). It included 

thirteen communities: Aurukun, Lockhart River, Mapoon, New Mapoon, Wujal Wujal, Coen, 
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Hope Vale, Injinoo, Kowanyama, Laura, Napranum, Pormpuraaw and Umagico (see Figure 

9).23 The Indigenous population of the Cape York region was estimated to be 6,994 in 2001, 

which represented 58.3% of the total population (Taylor and Bell 2002, p. 16).  

Figure 9: Map of the Cape York Peninsula 

 

Source: http://strangetimes.lastsuperpower.net/?cat=40 

 

However, the evaluation of the Queensland trial reported that the Commonwealth agencies 

DIMIA and DEWR had come “to the conclusion that this was too large and too diverse an 

area for effective conduct of the Trial” (Urbis Keys Young 2006c, p. 4). The Departments 

decided sometime “during 2003” to narrow the scope of the trial to five communities (Urbis 

Keys Young 2006c, p. 4). The names of the five communities and their respective population 

as at 1996 are presented in Table 8:  

 

                                                             
23 

Indigenous Communities Coordination Taskforce, Cape York trial site (Qld), online at 

<http://www.icc.gov.au/communities/locations/cape_york>, accessed 10 December 2003 as 
footnoted in ATSI SJC 2004, p.243. 
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Table 8: Five Cape York communities and population for the Queensland COAG trial  

Community Population 

Hope Vale   671 

Wujal Wujal 280 

Lockhart River 461 

Aurukun 691 

Napranum 722 

Total population 2,825  

Source: Taylor and Bell (2002), p. 4  

 

There are a number of features of the Commonwealth Government’s decision to change the 

scope of the Queensland trial that warrant attention for appraising the quality of the trial’s 

public administration. Firstly, the description in the evaluation report indicates that the 

other partners in the trial, the Queensland Government and the Indigenous communities, 

were not involved in the decision. It is argued the Commonwealth Government’s unilateral 

decision was inconsistent with both the aims of a whole-of-government approach and a 

partnership approach. In other words, it should have been a joint decision by all the 

stakeholders.  

Secondly, it is stated in the evaluation report that the evaluators could not find a 

government official who knew the reasons for the choice of the newly targeted five 

communities (Urbis Keys Young 2006c, p. 4). The evaluation report states:  

People consulted during this study were not familiar with the rationale for 

the choice of these particular communities (Urbis Keys Young 2006c, p. 4). 

Thirdly, the reported date of the decision to change the scope, sometime “during 2003”, is 

unusual in its ambiguity for such a significant decision. Fourth, on 10 December 2003, the 
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Commonwealth Government’s official COAG Project website was still reporting the scope of 

the Queensland trial site as the entire Cape York region (ATSI SJC 2004, p. 243). Assuming 

the website was up-to-date, this suggests the Commonwealth agencies decided to change 

the scope sometime between 10-31 December 2003. This is possible but unlikely especially 

given the ambiguity of the reported date in the evaluation report. The website may have 

been out-of-date but it was only two months old itself (Vanstone 2003) and was 

administered by the COAG Trials Project secretariat. Finally, other than the evaluation 

report, dated 9 October 2006, the researcher was unable to find any other mention of the 

reported change of scope for the Queensland trial. This included any of the subsequent 

annual Social Justice Reports published by the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social 

Justice Commissioners, who were closely monitoring the progress of the COAG Trials 

Project.  

Collectively, these features demonstrate the decision to change the scope was undertaken 

contrary to the two key aims of the trial, namely whole-of-government coordination and a 

partnership approach. It suggests a less than total commitment to implementing the two 

aims. The characteristics also demonstrate the significance of this decision was not widely 

recognised and seemingly did not have a big impact on the conduct of the trial. It is 

particularly surprising that the change in the scope of the Queensland trial is not mentioned 

in any other publicly available documentation over the following three years of the trial. It 

appears it was only reported in the government-commissioned evaluation, which was dated 

9 October 2006. This serves to highlight some early obscurity in the implementation of the 

Queensland trial.  

Seven demographic tables have been generated to illustrate the social and economic 

conditions of the Cape York Indigenous population. The data set from which these tables are 

drawn is based on the ATSIC regional boundaries therefore there may be some variation 
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between some of the data presented in the text, which relates specifically to the boundaries 

of the COAG trial region. The same set of demographic tables is presented for each of the 

eight trial sites. While it may be regarded as ‘dry-reading’, the tables present a reliable 

illustration of the degree of disadvantage of the Indigenous populations in each of the COAG 

trial sites.  

The seven demographic tables are presented under the following topics: Family and Culture; 

Health; Education; Housing; Employment; Income; and Law and Justice.  
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TABLE: PENINSULA ATSIC REGION - FAMILY AND CULTURE, 1994 

Families Persons aged 13 years and over Persons aged 5 years and 
over 

One parent 
families 

Couple families 
with children 

Total (a) Identify 
with a clan 

Sees elders as 
being important 

Recognises 
home-lands 

Attended 
cultural 

activities 

Total Speaks an 
Indigenous 
language 

Total 

31.1% 50.8% 1,700 95.3% 89.2% 96% 90.9% 4,500 52.5% 5,600 

 
 

TABLE: PENINSULA ATSIC REGION - HEALTH, 1994 

Persons aged 12 years and 
under 

All persons Persons aged 13 years and over 

Experienced illness 

Was breastfed Total Recent Specified long 
term 

Total Alcohol considered to be main problem 
in local area 

Happy with local health 
services 

Smokers Total 

78.6% 2,000 31.4% 32.7% 6,500 85.7% 67.9% 60.5% 4,500 

 
 

TABLE: PENINSULA ATSIC REGION - EDUCATION, 1994 

Persons aged 3-5 
years 

Persons aged 5-18 
years 

Persons aged 15 years and over 
who have left school 

Persons with children attending primary or secondary school 

Attending pre-
school 

Total Attending 
school 

Total With post school 
qualification 

Total Happy with 
children's 
education 

Would prefer children to attend 
Aboriginal community controlled 

school 

Total 

60.1% 400 75.9% 1,600 14.4% 4,300 98.5% 21.2% 1,200 

 
 

TABLE: PENINSULA ATSIC REGION - HOUSING, 1994  

Households living in private dwellings  

Running water 
connected 

Electricity/gas 
connected 

Garbage 
collected 

Dwelling situated on sealed 
road 

Satisfied with current 
dwelling 

Renters Total  

74% 74% 65.5% 52.5% 28.1% 72.7% 1,300 
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TABLE: PENINSULA ATSIC REGION - EMPLOYMENT, 1994 

Persons aged 15 years and over in the labour force Persons aged 15 years and over 

Employed Unemployed Unemployed for 12 months or more Total Not in labour force Participation rate Total 

94.2% 5.8% 0.3% ** 2,900 33.4% 66.6% 4,400 

** Subject to very high sampling variability (see ABS 1995, Appendix C for further explanation)   
 
 

TABLE: PENINSULA ATSIC REGION - INCOME, 1994 

Persons aged 15 years and over 

Main source of income Annual income 

Earned income non-
CDEP 

Earned 
income CDEP 

Government 
payments 

No income $12,000 or less over $25,000 Total 

5.4% 50.8% 29.8% 9.1% 54.5% 7% 4,400 

 
 

TABLE: PENINSULA ATSIC REGION - LAW AND JUSTICE, & VOTING PATTERNS, 1994 

Persons aged 13 years and over Persons aged 18 years and over 

Physically attacked or 
verbally threatened 

Needed legal 
services in 

last 12 mths 

Arrested in 
last 5 yrs 

Believe that people 
get on better with 

police now than 5 yrs 
ago 

Total Voted in 
Federal 
election 

Voted in ATSIC 
election 

Total 

20.2% 24.4% 27.3% 23.6% 4,500 39.6% 66.2% 4,200 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (1995)  
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Pre-existing government coordination processes for the trial region  

The evaluation reports that at the time the Queensland trial was announced, Cape York was 

a “crowded playing field”, which meant there had been a “range of innovative government, 

community and private sector activity taking place in the region over recent years” (Urbis 

Keys Young 2006c, p. 4). The evaluation reported that the large amount of government 

activity was part of the reason for the choice of Cape York as a COAG trial site because “*O+n 

the Cape, it was said, there was thus ‘something to build on’” (Urbis Keys Young 2006c, p. 4).  

In 1999, the Queensland Government commenced a ten-year strategy on Cape York. The 

objectives of the Cape York Partnerships strategy, as it was titled, were strikingly similar to 

the COAG Trials Project. Cape York Partnerships was focused on improving the coordination 

of relevant State Government departments in partnership with the Indigenous communities 

(ATSI SJC 2002, p. 123). The Commonwealth Government’s participation in the strategy was 

formally represented by ATSIC, as opposed to the mainstream Commonwealth 

departments. Therefore, it was essentially a ‘state-based’ whole-of-government approach, 

as it did not directly involve the mainstream Commonwealth Government agencies.  

The expression ‘state-based whole-of-government approach’ is a contradiction in terms 

because in Indigenous affairs, whole-of-government suggests all relevant government 

agencies should be involved, irrespective of the jurisdiction. This point challenges the 

definition of whole-of-government issued by the Australian Public Service’s Management 

Advisory Committee in 2004, which tends to capture all forms of government coordination:  

Whole of government denotes public service agencies working across 

portfolio boundaries to achieve a shared goal and an integrated 

government response to particular issues. Approaches can be formal and 

informal. They can focus on policy development, program management and 

service delivery (MAC 2004, p. 1).  
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Similar to the COAG Project, the overall aim of the Cape York Partnerships strategy was to 

improve the quality of social and economic outcomes for Indigenous Australians. Further, 

the Queensland Government had established the Cape York Chief Executive Officers 

Steering Committee “to coordinate public sector policy and program reform” (Department 

of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Policy 2003 as quoted in ATSI SJC 2004, p. 244). The 

COAG Trials Project followed suit with the establishment of the Secretaries Group on 

Indigenous Affairs, which had oversight of the COAG Trials Project. Cape York Partnerships 

included an arrangement where a State Government department was assigned as the lead 

agency for a specific Indigenous community and the Department’s Chief Executive Officer 

(CEO) was appointed as the “champion” for the community (Urbis Keys Young 2006c, p. 7). 

The COAG Project followed suit in this regard by appointing a Commonwealth Department 

as the lead agency for a trial site and the Secretary was referred to as the ‘Sponsor’ (ICCT 

2003d, p. 7). The Queensland Government also established a secretariat called the Cape 

York Strategy Unit to drive the government coordination and community participation 

under the strategy. The COAG Project instituted this as well, with the establishment of the 

Indigenous Communities Coordination Taskforce as secretariat to the COAG Trials Project.  

Cape York Partnerships provided for the establishment of ‘negotiation tables’ to formalise 

the discussions and negotiations that occurred between the Queensland government 

agencies and the community representatives (Urbis Keys Young 2006c, p. 7). The 

Queensland strategy explicitly required the CEO ‘champion’ to chair the negotiation table 

but this was not explicitly required for the COAG Trials Project. Instead, in some of the trial 

sites, the Commonwealth ‘sponsor’ Secretary agreed to be a member of the trial’s joint 

steering committee.  

Beyond Cape York Partnerships, in July 2002 a formal agreement, known as the 

Commitment to Partnership, was signed between ATSIC, on behalf of the Commonwealth 
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Government, and the Queensland Government, represented by the Premier and Minister 

for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Policy (ATSIC 2003, p. 223). The agreement sought 

to give practical effect to the COAG Reconciliation Framework (endorsed in November 2000) 

and a number of State Government policy frameworks including Meeting Challenges, 

Making Choices and Partnerships Queensland for Indigenous policy and services. The 

Commitment to Partnership established an overarching framework for cooperation between 

the parties to inform and support negotiations and agreement making at the local and 

regional level. The agreement contained a range of principles and non-negotiable 

benchmarks to guide the development of regional and local agreements. It advocated that 

decisions and planning at the regional level by all governments should be undertaken 

through ATSIC regional planning processes and had been utilised by several Regional 

Councils to draft regional agreements (ATSIC 2003, p. 223).  

The striking similarities between the Cape York Partnerships strategy and the COAG Trials 

Project suggest the former influenced the latter though this is not stated in any 

documentation analysed for this research. The pre-existing Queensland strategy for Cape 

York presented an important challenge for the public administrators - how to meld the two 

jurisdiction’s whole-of-government strategies?  

This discussion now presents the results of the analysis of the Queensland trial’s 

implementation of ‘whole-of-government coordination’ and a ‘government-community 

partnership’. The full analysis of the Queensland trial is presented in Appendix A: Analysis of 

Implementation, pp. 5-33.  
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Results of Analysis, Queensland  

Table 9: Ratings for the key characteristics of whole-of-
government coordination, Queensland COAG trial 

KEY CHARACTERISTIC RATING 

Lead agencies  Poor 

Framework agreement Poor  

Joint steering committee  Satisfactory 

Implementation plan  Poor 

Mapping whole-of-government 

expenditure  

Poor  

Protocols and dispute resolution 

process 

Poor 

Realistic timeframes Poor 

Risk assessment  Poor 

Trust and collaboration Poor 

Skills Training  Poor 

Performance Monitoring  Poor 

Baseline data  Poor  

 

 

 

Table 10: Ratings for the key characteristics of government-
community partnership, Queensland COAG trial 

KEY CHARACTERISTIC RATING 

Right partners  Poor 

Partnership agreement Poor 

Joint steering committee  Poor 

Steering committee authority Poor 

Respect for partners’ values  Poor 

Trust and collaboration  Poor 

Protocols for shared power  Poor 

Shared objectives and shared outcomes Poor 

Role clarity and early planning Poor 

Sustained operation and membership Poor 

Shared responsibility for expenditure  Poor 

Full access to information  Poor 
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Quality of whole-of-government coordination (Appendix A, pp. 5-20) 

The analysis of the Queensland trial’s progress towards whole-of-government coordination 

gave a satisfactory rating for one key characteristic and a poor rating for the remaining 

eleven (see Table 9).  

Table 9 indicates an almost complete failure to achieve whole-of-government coordination 

in the Queensland trial. The government-commissioned evaluation did not explicitly make 

this finding nor demonstrate where the failures in the trial occurred. However, it concluded, 

“stakeholders who were consulted during this study saw the Cape York COAG Trial itself as 

essentially an Australian Government (and specifically a DEWR) initiative” (Urbis Keys Young 

2006c, p. i). The evaluation also reported:  

…the COAG Trial did not have a very high or clear profile among the range of 

programs and strategies that have been pursued in Cape York over recent 

years. The study team found relatively few people who had a clear 

understanding of the Trial or strong opinions about it (Urbis Keys Young 

2006c, p. 19). 

…it was noted that the Trial did not involve any breakthrough in terms of the 

‘silos’ within which each government agency operates. There was no 

progress, for example, towards joint contracts or an integrated approach to 

funding; these remain major barriers on the road to effective collaboration 

and coordination (Urbis Keys Young 2006c, p. 26). 

There is further corroboration for the results of the analysis in a separate evaluation of the 

Queensland trial, which was conducted by the Queensland Government in 2004. That 

evaluation found:  

While overall engagement between the Queensland and Commonwealth 

Governments has been improved by the COAG trial, further work is 

required to set up joint government programs. Both Commonwealth and 

Queensland agencies would benefit from clearer funding responsibilities 

and standards of services, and the identification of future priorities 

(Premier of Queensland 2005 as quoted in ATSI SJC 2005, pp. 197-198).  
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Quality of the government-community partnership (Appendix A, pp. 20-31)  

The analysis of the Queensland trial’s progress towards a government-community 

partnership gave a poor rating for all twelve key characteristics (see Table 10 above). It may 

be interpreted as a complete failure to achieve a government-community partnership. The 

analysis found there were no formally identified Indigenous partners (Appendix A, p. 21) and 

a framework agreement outlining the partnership arrangements was not successfully 

negotiated (Appendix A, p. 24). The evaluation reported:  

Given the limited documentation that has been available to the study team, 

it is difficult to know to what extent there was active community 

involvement in determining the priorities which DEWR and its dedicated 

officers sought to pursue (Urbis Keys Young 2006c, p. 13). 

The evaluation very briefly described three Shared Responsibility Agreements (SRAs) that 

were signed during the trial and noted they were “light on content”.  The SRAs were not 

government-community partnerships in the sense originally intended by COAG. The 

evaluation concluded:  

While there have been a number of positive achievements related to the 

Trial, it cannot be said that the Cape York Trial has at this stage resulted in 

significant change in the ways that communities experience their dealings 

with government agencies. As community representatives describe them, 

such dealings remain complex, and confusing, and often frustrating, 

fragmented and unduly legalistic (Urbis Keys Young 2006c, p. ii).  

 

Quality of social and economic improvements (Appendix A, p. 32)  

The evaluation does not report any measured improvements in the socio-economic 

conditions of the trial region’s Indigenous population. It states that “a more comprehensive 

assessment of trial outcomes and achievements” will be conducted in the second-stage 

evaluation scheduled for 2007-08 (Urbis Keys Young 2006c, p. 2). However, despite this 
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assertion, it presents what government may regard as some positive outcomes from the 

trial:  

Since the start of the Trial there have been over 300 STEP employment 

placements on Cape York, nine Indigenous Small Business Fund contracts 

signed, and around 20 Indigenous Community Volunteer projects supported 

(Urbis Keys Young 2006c, p. 23).  

This data was not referenced and therefore could not be verified or attributed to the work 

of the COAG trial.  

Conclusion  

In relation to the achievement of whole-of-government coordination, the analysis gave a 

satisfactory rating for one key characteristic and a poor rating for the remaining eleven. In 

relation to the achievement of a government-community partnership, the analysis gave a 

poor rating for all twelve key characteristics. There is no evidence of measured 

socioeconomic improvements attributed to the trial.  

The analysis found Commonwealth expenditure by DEWR and FaCSIA in Cape York over the 

trial duration of approximately $11.5 million, with significantly more expenditure by the 

Queensland Government totalling $132.5 million. In addition, ATSIC reported expenditure of 

$54.76 million in programs and services for the Cape York region in 2002-2003 (Appendix A, 

p. 14).  
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Northern Territory 

Background  

The Northern Territory (NT) COAG trial site was the second to be announced, also by a 

media conference. It was held on Tuesday 19 November 2002 some seven months after the 

COAG Trials Project was established. Then Senator, Amanda Vanstone, Commonwealth 

Minister for Family and Community Services; and Clare Martin, Chief Minister of the 

Northern Territory, conducted the media conference (Vanstone and Martin 2002). It was 

held in Canberra, more than 4,000 kilometres from the trial region and it is unclear if any 

representatives of the Aboriginal people from the trial region were present.  

Bill Gray, a former senior Commonwealth Government official, conducted the evaluation of 

the NT trial, from which much of the following data is drawn (Gray 2006).  

Location and demographics  

The Northern Territory trial site included the most populous discrete Indigenous community 

Wadeye and nineteen nearby Aboriginal land estates. It is approximately 420 kilometres 

south-west of Darwin in one of the most remote regions in Australia (see Figure 10). At the 

time, Wadeye was the sixth largest town in the Northern Territory (ATSI SJC 2004, p. 237).  

The evaluation reported the estimated total population of the region at the time was more 

than 2,500 (Gray 2006, p. 3) yet an important local community organisation estimated 

approximately 4,000 (Narndu and Bullemore 2002, p. 10). Non-Aboriginal people comprised 

6.8% (n=113) of the total population (Taylor 2004, p. 21).  
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Figure 10: Map showing location of the town of Wadeye (Port Keats) relative to Darwin, with inset map 
showing relativity to Australia  

 

Source: www.sydney.edu.au accessed 8 March 2016. 
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Figure 11: Map of Northern Territory COAG trial region showing the 20 Clan Groups around the town of 
Wadeye  

 

Source: Ivory, 2009, p. 79.  

 

The first permanent non-Aboriginal presence in the region commenced in 1935.  

First contact with European society started with the explorations of Captain 

King in 1819 but the complex and sophisticated social, economic and 

cultural systems of the Indigenous inhabitants of the region remained 

relatively unaffected up until the establishment of contact with non-

Aboriginal influences in 1935 … with the founding of a Mission by the 

Catholic Church (Gray 2006, p. 2) 
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A consequence of such late colonisation was the communities of the region maintain a 

commitment and obligation to traditional law and culture systems. For example, there are 

twenty different Aboriginal clan groups living in the region according to traditional land 

estates (Taylor 2004, p. 17) (see Figure 11 above). There is deep cultural respect that the 

town of Wadeye is situated on the traditional lands of the Yek Diminin clan. Each of the 

surrounding nineteen settlements corresponds with the land estates of the various clan 

groups. The region’s underlying land title is part of the Port Keats/Daly River Aboriginal Land 

Trust recognised by the Aboriginal Land Rights Act 1976 (NT).  

The following seven tables provide some details of the key social and economic 

demographics of the largely traditional Aboriginal population of the broader Jabiru ATSIC 

region, which includes the Thamarrurr region (Australian Bureau of Statistics 1995).  
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TABLE: JABIRU ATSIC REGION - FAMILY AND CULTURE, 1994 

Families Persons aged 13 years and over Persons aged 5 years and 
over 

One parent 
families 

Couple 
families with 

children 

Total (a) Identify with 
a clan 

Sees elders as 
being important 

Recognises 
home-lands 

Attended 
cultural 

activities 

Total Speaks an 
Indigenous 
language 

Total 

24.1% 56.9% 1,800 99.2% 95.3% 97.9% 91.2% 5,500 96% 7,300 

 
 

TABLE: JABIRU ATSIC REGION – HEALTH, 1994 

Persons aged 12 years 
and under 

All persons Persons aged 13 years and over 

Experienced illness 

Was 
breastfed 

Total Recent Specified long 
term 

Total Alcohol considered to 
be main problem in 

local area 

Happy with local 
health services 

Smokers Total 

92.6% 2,900 33% 23.2% 8,500 55.9% 90.6% 61.4% 5,500 

 
 

TABLE: JABIRU ATSIC REGION - HOUSING, 1994  

Households living in private dwellings 

Running water 
connected 

Electricity/gas 
connected 

Garbage 
collected 

Dwelling situated on sealed 
road 

Satisfied with current 
dwelling 

Renters Total 

89.1% 87.6% 98% 45.1% 21.6% 86.7% 1,100 

 
 

TABLE: JABIRU ATSIC REGION - INCOME, 1994 

Persons aged 15 years and over 

Main source of income Annual income 

Earned income 
non-CDEP 

Earned income 
CDEP 

Government 
payments 

No income $12,000 or less over $25,000 Total 

13.8% 10% 65.5% 10.3% 80.5% 3% 5,400 
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TABLE: JABIRU ATSIC REGION - EDUCATION, 1994 

Persons aged 3-5 years Persons aged 5-18 years Persons aged 15 years and over 
who have left school 

Persons with children attending primary or secondary 
school 

Attending pre-
school 

Total Attending 
school 

Total With post school 
qualification 

Total Happy with 
children's 
education 

Would prefer 
children to attend 

Aboriginal 
community 

controlled school 

Total 

45.1% 900 75.8% 2,700 4% 5,000 98.7% 56.4% 1,700 

 
 

TABLE: JABIRU ATSIC REGION - EMPLOYMENT, 1994 

Persons aged 15 years and over in the labour force Persons aged 15 years and over 

Employed Unemployed Unemployed for 12 
months or more 

Total Not in labour force Participation rate Total 

46.2% 53.8% 34.2% 3,100 42.2% 57.8% 5,400 

 
 

TABLE: JABIRU ATSIC REGION - LAW AND JUSTICE, AND VOTING PATTERNS, 1994 

Persons aged 13 years and over Persons aged 18 years and over 

Physically attacked 
or verbally 
threatened 

Needed legal 
services in 

last 12 mths 

Arrested in 
last 5 yrs 

Believe that people get on 
better with police now than 

5 yrs ago 

Total Voted in Federal 
election 

Voted in ATSIC 
election 

Total 

8.6% 10.9% 19.1% 29.7% 5,500 73% 72.8% 4,800 

Tables produced by author from source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (1995)  
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Pre-existing government coordination processes for the trial region  

Another consequence of the region’s isolation was decades of low access to mainstream 

government services. At the time of announcement of the COAG trial in April 2002, some 

government agencies were directly providing some services but it was minimal for a 

population with high needs. For example, there was no secondary school despite the 

number of potential students in the region (10-19 years) totalling 824 (Taylor 2004, p. 30). 

There were three police officers assigned to the region compared to the similar-sized 

population of Tennant Creek, where there were thirty (Gray 2006, p. 11):  

The community has a primary school, a health clinic with visiting doctor, 

aged care programs, a women’s centre, a general store, a bakery and 

butcher shop, a take-away food outlet, police station, garage and one public 

phone (Department of Family and Community Services 2003, p. 55).  

A local organisation, called Kardu Numida Council Inc., bore much of the responsibility for 

delivering a wide range of government services on behalf of Northern Territory and 

Commonwealth Government agencies and had done so since the mid-1970s (Gray 2006, p. 

2). A brief history of the Kardu Numida Council is instructive of how the Commonwealth and 

Territory Governments had provided services to the estimated 2,500-4000 people living in 

the trial region in the three decades prior to the COAG trial. It also illustrates how the 

community configured the operation of the Council to reflect and manage their cultural 

imperatives.  

In 1978, the Commonwealth Government’s Department of Aboriginal Affairs enabled the 

incorporation of the Kardu Numida Council Inc. (Desmarchelier 2005, p. 7 as quoted in Ivory 

2009, p. 270) to be the local government authority and the centre for the delivery of state 

and federal government services for the region (Ivory in Hunt et al. 2008, p. 241). The 

objects and purposes of Kardu Numida were described as:  
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(i) To promote the welfare and development of the citizens of the Waderr 

[Wadeye] township and its surrounding areas by receiving and distributing 

for the purpose of these objects all State or Federal Government or 

Departmental or statutory loans received for the purposes of Town 

management and development;  

(ii) To arrange the provision and maintenance of education, educational 

training, employment, housing, health Town management and other 

services; and  

(iii) To foster the preservation and development of traditional and other 

cultural and recreational activities (Kardu Numida Inc. 1979).  

The membership of Kardu Numida Inc. was comprised of “all Aboriginal persons residing at 

Wadeye and [the surrounding] Murinbata Tribal Land and such other persons who are 

deemed to be Elders of the Aboriginal Community” (Ivory 2009, p. 270). The membership 

had “the power to do all legal matters” (Ivory 2009, p. 270). Culturally, the membership was 

drawn from a tripartite ceremonial structure, made up of the Dhanba/Wurlthirrii/Malkarrin, 

Wangga, and the Lirrga ceremonial groups (and representing the various language groups) 

(Ivory in Hunt et al. 2008, p. 239). The constitution of Kardu Numida Inc. required the 

democratic election of a fifteen-member executive from the membership of the association 

(Ivory 2009, p. 270).  

Apart from the central responsibility for government services, Kardu Numida became the 

primary vehicle for overseeing a radical social transition for the region’s population to the 

new sovereign power and a market-based economy.  

Life was in transition. Aboriginal culture was moving from hunter-gather, to 

work for rations, then to work for money. Fr. Leary, stationed at Wadeye 

for some 11 years between 1958 and 1980, observed that the; 

…advent of money, of course, had made a difference. I do believe I 

have witnessed a life-style perverted almost overnight with the 

introduction of a cash economy. When you have a supermarket and 
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money to hand there is no need to hunt, no need to teach the 

children to hunt. The skills that made these people the most 

independent of peoples are not needed in the new situation. It was 

such a quick passage from independence to dependency (Nganbe & 

McCormack 2009, p. 6).  

Kardu Numida was incorporated under the Northern Territory Associations Incorporation 

Ordinance 1963-1969 rather than the relevant Northern Territory local government regime 

or the purpose-specific Commonwealth Aboriginal Councils and Associations Act 1976. At 

the time, a senior public servant in the Northern Territory Government remarked that Kardu 

Numida was established under “…legislation that was originally intended for football clubs 

and bingo groups” (D. Read, Assistant Director of Northern Territory Department of 

Community Development 1978, as quoted by Ivory in Hunt 2008, p. 241).  

There were some implications for the choice of this form of corporate structure. Firstly, had 

Kardu Numida been incorporated under the Northern Territory local government regime 

instead of the associations law, it would have received substantial establishment funding 

from the Northern Territory Government (one informant believed the establishment 

funding would have been about $1 million). Secondly, there were significantly lower levels 

of public accountability under the Associations Incorporation Ordinance 1963-1969 

compared to incorporation under the Northern Territory local government regime. Third, 

the members of Kardu Numida were liable for the debts and liabilities in the event of a 

winding-up of the association (s16 (2) Associations Incorporation Ordinance 1963) but would 

not have been under the local government regime due to the legal protections provided for 

the members of the public who were the recipients of services, the shire councillors and the 

staff of the local government agency.  

The ultimate choice of corporate structure was a reflection of a broader policy debate being 

grappled with, nationally and in the Northern Territory, regarding the governmental 
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responsibility for remote Aboriginal communities. Essentially, NT Aboriginal communities 

were governed under a different local government regime to the predominantly non-

Aboriginal municipal communities between 1978 and 1992. In 1992, the two regimes were 

amalgamated but it appears that Kardu Numida Council, as it was then known, did not 

benefit from the amalgamation (Department of Local Government (NT) 2012, p. 196, 

footnote 824). It is reported that Kardu Numida:  

…lost legitimacy and was seen as being the instrument of a selected few. In 

1994, the only people who nominated for positions on the council were 

those who belonged to the local landowning group. In addition, in 1994, the 

Kardu Numida Council had overspent approximately $1m. This was due to a 

combination of reasons including under funding (for the size of the service 

population) (Ivory 2005a, p. 3).  

Some of the literature reported that Kardu Numida Council collapsed (Taylor 2004, p. 9) and 

from 1992, underwent seven years of administrative and financial restructuring (Narndu 

and Bullemore 2002, p. 2). It is presumed the Northern Territory or the Commonwealth 

Government, or both, managed this lengthy ‘restructure’. The establishment of Kardu 

Numida Inc. was part of a broader government policy era known as self-determination/self-

management, which essentially aimed to enable the people to govern their own 

communities, but for the people of the greater Wadeye region, this was not achieved.  

By the end of this period of “self-determination” then, society at Wadeye 

was in a state of social malaise (Nganbe & McCormack 2009, p. 10).  

While it appears that Kardu Numida Council lost legitimacy as a local government authority 

between 1992 and 1999, it still played a highly significant role in the region. In August 2002, 

in a submission to an inquiry by the House of Representatives Standing Committee on 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs, Theadora Narndu, the Council Vice-President 

and Terry Bullemore, the Council Clerk, described Kardu Numida Inc. as “…the Local 

Government body responsible for the Wadeye, Northern Territory Indigenous Community” 
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(Narndu and Bullemore 2002, cover letter). The submission stated that in the previous 

seven years, Kardu Numida had “successfully completed civil and construction works, to the 

value of $20 million” and had “undertaken most major contract work (both civil and 

structural) during that period” (Narndu and Bullemore 2002, p. 4). In 2002, it had 

$4,500,000 of contract works in progress (Narndu and Bullemore 2002, p. 5). At the 

commencement of the NT COAG trial, Kardu Numida was managing more than sixty 

separate service-delivery contracts with Northern Territory and Commonwealth 

Government agencies (Gray 2006, p. 9).  

Another local organisation in operation at the time of commencement of the COAG trial was 

the Murin Association, which was established in 1978 (Narndu and Bullemore 2002, p. 8). It 

was operating an airline and a barge freighting company primarily between Darwin and the 

region at the time of the COAG trial, and continues to this day. It is owned by the “3000+ 

people” of the region (Murin Travel and Freight Services, www.murintravel.com accessed 15 

July 2016). In the first three financial years of the COAG trial, 2001-2004, Murin Association 

received on average an annual allocation of $450,000 for municipal services and minor 

Community Housing and Infrastructure Program works at the nearby outstations (Taylor and 

Stanley 2005, p. 52). It had a local apprenticeship program and allocated profits to 

community housing (Narndu and Bullemore 2002, p. 8). The evidence about the operations 

of Kardu Numida Inc. and the Murin Association around the time of the COAG trial 

demonstrates that there was a high-level of administrative and management capacity in the 

region.  

In 1999, it is reported that the people of the region sought to regain some authority in the 

governance of the region with a structure that was “legally recognised in the non-Aboriginal 

world and properly recognised all the resident’s rights” (Ivory 2005, p. 4). The community 

turned to a traditional governance concept for the region known as Thamarrurr:  
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Thamarrurr is a Murrinh-patha word with complex meanings. Sometimes 

people may describe it simply as ‘our way of life’. It includes aspects of 

social, economic, educational, health and family relationships. The 

philosophy crosses borders and is articulated by other language groups 

using other words. It provides a means to resolve issues and to move 

ahead. It is based on a classical method of interaction, cooperation and 

respect between individuals, families, clans, and tribal groups. Some of the 

knowledge is open whilst other aspects of it are held by the elders. Today, 

aspects of Thamarrurr are also being used in a contemporary sense to 

provide the foundation for the Thamarrurr Regional Council (Ivory 2005a, p. 

4).  

The fledgling Thamarrurr Regional Council was appointed as the Indigenous partner for the 

NT COAG trial. This was some of the institutional back-drop for the commencement of the 

COAG trial. It illustrates the people of the region had long been involved with governments 

in the delivery of some services and had a strong commercial arm.   

This discussion now presents the results of the analysis of the Northern Territory trial’s 

implementation of ‘whole-of-government coordination’ and a ‘government-community 

partnership’. The full analysis of the Northern Territory trial is presented in Appendix A: 

Analysis of Implementation, pp. 34-64.  

 

 

 



274 
 

Results of Analysis, Northern Territory 

Table 11: Ratings for the key characteristics of whole-of-
government coordination, Northern Territory COAG trial 

KEY CHARACTERISTIC RATING 

Lead agencies  Poor 

Framework agreement Satisfactory 

Joint steering committee  Satisfactory  

Implementation plan  Poor 

Mapping whole-of-government 

expenditure  

Poor  

Protocols and dispute resolution 

process 

Poor 

Realistic timeframes Poor 

Risk assessment  Poor 

Trust and collaboration Poor 

Skills Training  Poor 

Performance Monitoring  Poor 

Baseline data  Poor  

 

 

 

Table 12: Ratings for the key characteristics of government-
community partnership, Northern Territory COAG trial 

KEY CHARACTERISTIC RATING 

Right partners  Satisfactory 

Partnership agreement Good 

Joint steering committee  Poor 

Steering committee authority Poor 

Respect for partners’ values  Satisfactory 

Trust and collaboration  Satisfactory 

Protocols for shared power  Poor 

Shared objectives and shared outcomes Satisfactory 

Role clarity and early planning Satisfactory 

Sustained operation and membership Poor  

Shared responsibility for expenditure  Poor 

Full access to information  Poor 
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Quality of whole-of-government coordination (Appendix A, pp. 34-50)  

The analysis of the Northern Territory trial’s progress towards whole-of-government 

coordination gave a satisfactory rating for two key characteristics and a poor rating for the 

remaining ten (see Table 11 above).  

There is corroboration for these conclusions of the analysis in the government-

commissioned evaluation (Gray 2006). Generally, Gray found the trial’s framework 

agreement had provided the foundation for a whole-of-government approach, which was 

largely effective for the first twelve-months of the trial but then there was significant 

deterioration (Gray 2006, p. 5).   

More specifically, the evaluation report dedicated a section of the report to discussing the 

“whole-of-government approach” (Gray 2006, pp. 9-11). The section has five subheadings, 

which appear to represent five key features associated with a whole-of-government 

approach namely; 1) Streamlining, 2) Flexible funding, 3) Cooperation and Coordination, 4) 

Communication, and 5) Leadership. For each feature, Table 13 reproduces relevant extracts 

from the evaluation report to reflect the evaluation’s findings. 

Table 13 illustrates Gray found significant failures in each of the five key features. The 

evaluation was subtle in its conclusion about the trial’s failure to implement a whole-of-

government coordination approach. It states:  

The new arrangements in Indigenous affairs have been described by Dr Peter 

Shergold, the Secretary of the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet as 

“a bold experiment in implementing a whole-of-government approach to 

policy development and delivery” and as “the biggest test of whether the 

rhetoric of connectivity can be marshalled into effective action.” The Wadeye 

trial has already provided some insight as to the challenges faced by those 

‘on the ground’ who seek to translate the rhetoric of connectivity into 

practical action (Gray 2006, p. 9).  
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Table 13: Gray’s findings against the five features of whole-of-government, Northern Territory COAG trial  

Gray’s features of  

whole-of-government 
Gray’s Findings 

Streamlining  “there has been an increase in complexity for Thamarrurr, with 
a greater administrative burden than before” (p. 9) 
 
“Thamarrurr was administering around 60+ government funding 
agreements prior to the trial commencing, it now administers 
more than 90” (p. 9) 
 

Flexible funding   “One of the issues that arose in discussion with all partners was 
the inability to obtain access to flexible funding” (p. 9)  
 

Cooperation and 
Coordination  

“Lines of authority and allocation of responsibilities within the 
Commonwealth lead Department, FaCSIA, have caused 
confusion and uncertainty between its national office, the NT 
office and the ICC field officers. It also caused uncertainty both 
within Commonwealth and NT agencies as to where the trial 
was being coordinated or run from within the Department.” (p. 
10)  
 
“There are indications that the … Governments have moved to 
develop a more coordinated and cooperative approach in 
developing their responses to identified needs” (p. 9)  
 

Communication  “…the most consistent and direct communications were 
experienced at the beginning of the trial. As the trial has 
developed, however, there has been a reduction in effective 
communication across jurisdictional boundaries and in some 
cases within Departments” (p. 10)  
 
“as communications began to break down so did the ability of 
the partners to maintain their combined focus on agreed 
priorities and to engage pro-actively and productively across 
jurisdictional lines” (p. 10)  
 

Leadership  “One of the more common questions asked by all the partners 
was ‘who is in charge?’” (p. 10)  

 

Table 13 corroborates the conclusion of this thesis’ analysis that a ‘whole-of-government 

approach’ was not achieved in the NT trial. It established some structures but they were not 

equipped with sufficiently detailed protocols to fulfil their responsibility.  
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Quality of government-community partnerships (Appendix A, pp. 52-62) 

The analysis of the Northern Territory trial’s progress towards a government-community 

partnership gave a good rating for one key characteristic, a satisfactory rating for five key 

characteristics and a poor rating for the remaining six (Appendix A, pp. 52-64) (see Table 13 

above).  

The analysis found the trial’s successfully negotiated framework agreement had provided a 

solid foundation for an effective partnership, as evident in the nature of the six key 

characteristics that achieved satisfactory ratings. However, the partnership had started to 

deteriorate shortly after formal commencement. For example, the framework agreement 

was signed in March 2003 but the evaluation reports that the Youth PWG “had not 

functioned since 2003” (Gray 2006, p. 7). There were serious consequences to the 

breakdown of this aspect of the partnership. The evaluation drew a link between the failure 

to develop the Youth Action Plan and the eruption of “gang violence” and “rioting” involving 

up to 400 people in Wadeye in May 2006:  

Given the present situation of Wadeye in relation to youth violence and all 

that flows from it, it has to be a matter of some concern that one of the 

most critical of the agreed priorities within he (sic) SRA was unable to be 

effectively addressed by the partnership and was allowed to fall by the 

wayside so early in the process (p. 8).  

The evaluation pointed to issues related to the funding of action plans as a source of the 

deterioration:  

 Government agencies and personnel initiated or responded to funding 

proposals that were often ad hoc or motivated by a desire to expend 

programme funds by the end of a financial year rather than in accord with 

identified activities within the Action Plans (p. 8). 

The results of the analysis suggests the joint steering committee’s lack of protocols for 

shared power and responsibility for expenditure may be part of the explanation for how this 
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occurred. Overall, the analysis concluded that a partnership-in-form had been established 

early in the trial through the framework agreement but a partnership-in-substance was not 

cultivated from the early foundation.  

Quality of social and economic improvements (Appendix A, pp. 63-64) 

The evaluation does not report any measured improvements in the socio-economic 

conditions of the trial region’s Indigenous population. It states it “concentrated more on 

process than outcomes” (Gray 2006, p. 17) and noted the Commonwealth Government’s 

intent for a more comprehensive evaluation to be conducted in 2007/08, which would 

“analyse in detail the outcomes of the Wadeye trial” (Gray 2006, p. 17). Despite the 

evaluation’s qualification that it was not analysing the outcomes or the lack of outcomes 

from the trial, it presents some. For example:  

With regard to housing, the community has seen 4 houses for Indigenous 

occupants built over a period of three years. During that same period some 

15 houses were made uninhabitable for periods of up to three months 

through gang violence and an additional 200 babies were born into the 

community. In these circumstances, there is little prospect of the chronic 

overcrowding being reduced in the foreseeable future despite the efforts 

being made under the COAG trial (Gray 2006, p. 12). 

The evaluation found that while expectations were high early in the trial, they gave way to 

“frustration and disappointment regarding the lack of visible and tangible outcomes on the 

ground” (Gray 2006, p. 11).  

It [Thamarrurr Regional Council] also participated believing that the 

combined and coordinated resources of both governments would result in 

early and visible improvements in the wellbeing of the people and the 

infrastructure of the town and surrounding region. These expectations were 

reinforced by visits by the Prime Minister, The Chief Minister of the NT and 

other Ministers over the past three years (Gray 2006, p. 11). 

Gray suggested that perhaps the community expectations were too high. He stated:  
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The Commonwealth and NT Governments, on the other hand, foresaw that 

considerable preliminary and planning work would be necessary before any 

major improvements would be seen on the ground. They were also aware 

of the considerable lead times associated with the budget processes of 

government (Gray 2006, p. 11).  

However, he concluded:  

There are, however, areas about which the Thamarrurr Regional Council 

have very real expectations for early improvement but which they feel have 

yet to be appropriately addressed by the partnership (Gray 2006, p. 11).  

Conclusion  

In relation to the achievement of whole-of-government coordination, the analysis gave a 

satisfactory rating for two key characteristics and a poor rating for the remaining ten. In 

relation to the achievement of a government-community partnership, the analysis gave a 

good rating for one key characteristic, a satisfactory rating for five key characteristics and a 

poor rating for the remaining six. There is no evidence of measured socioeconomic 

improvements attributed to the trial.  

The analysis found the successfully-negotiated framework agreement provided the 

foundation for both aims to be implemented but issues of funding appear to have 

interrupted the progression from form to substance. The relatively high score for 

government-community partnership may be a reflection of the early negotiating power of 

the community.  

Indicatively, in October 2006, the lead agency FaCSIA reported total Australian Government 

expenditure in the trial region over three financial years from 2003-2006 was $50.44 million 

(Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee 2006a, Additional Information Received 

Vol. 1 - Wadeye Facts and Figures, p. 26). Note this figure does not include expenditure by 

the NT Government (Appendix A, p. 44).   
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South Australia 

Background  

The South Australian COAG trial site was the third to be announced, on Thursday 22 May 

2003, some thirteen months after the COAG Trials Project was established. The Joint Media 

Release, titled “Anangu Pitjantjatjara (AP) Lands Communities to Work Together with 

Federal-State Partnership” was issued by:  

 Phillip Ruddock, then Commonwealth Minister for Immigration, Multicultural and 

Indigenous Affairs; 

 Kay Patterson, the Commonwealth Minister for Health and Ageing; 

 Terry Roberts, the South Australian Minister for Aboriginal Affairs and 

Reconciliation; and 

 Gary Lewis, Chair, Anangu-Pitjantjatjara Land Council Executive (Ruddock at al 

2003).  

The spokespersons indicated the trial was aligned with the COAG Project’s aims. Minister 

Ruddock is quoted:  

The key to this new initiative is that neither governments nor Indigenous 

communities can do it all on their own. We must work together, work in 

partnership and share responsibility for improving outcomes and building 

the capacity of people in communities to manage their own affairs 

(Ruddock at al 2003).  

Minister Patterson said:  

With the support of both governments, local people will have a genuine 

opportunity to work towards improving the wellbeing of their communities 

and families (Ruddock at al 2003).  

Minister Roberts said:  
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It will aim to improve the way Federal and State governments and 

communities work together to get better results for Anangu on the Lands 

(Ruddock at al 2003).  

The sole Aboriginal representative, Gary Lewis is quoted:  

Mr Gary Lewis, Chair of the AP Executive welcomed the COAG initiative and 

the opportunities it could provide for Anangu on the AP Lands. “This COAG 

partnership gives us an excellent opportunity to get it right”, he said 

(Ruddock at al 2003).  

In the joint media statement, the different parties’ emphasized aspects most pertinent to 

their interests at that point in time. This illustrates how the breadth of the trial’s aims 

captured a wide range of interests but it also illustrates that each party had a different 

understanding of the aims of the trial. Collaboration with such broadly-stated aims further 

complicates the challenge.  

The national consulting firm Urbis Keys Young conducted the evaluation of the South 

Australian trial, from which much of the data for this appraisal is drawn (Urbis Keys Young 

2006d).  

Location and demographics  

The boundaries for the South Australian COAG trial aligned with a region known as the 

Anangu-Pitjantjatjara Lands (the AP Lands). The AP Lands encompass 103,000 square 

kilometres in the far north-west of South Australia. The region is recognised under the 

provisions of the Pitjantjatjara Land Rights Act 1981 (SA). The AP Lands is the South 

Australian-segment of a larger Aboriginal cultural bloc known as the Ngaanyatjara 

Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (NPY Lands), which extends into Western Australia and the 

Northern Territory, and encompasses 350,000 square kilometres (see Figure 12).  

The estimated total population of the AP Lands is 2,600 and of the larger NPY Lands is 5,000 

(Urbis Keys Young 2006d, p. 3). The evaluation recognised nine communities in the AP 
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Lands; Pipalyatjara, Kalka, Murputja Homelands, Amata, Pukatja (Ernabella), Kaltjiti 

(Fregon), Mimili, Watarru and Iwantja (Indulkana). The largest community is Pukatja with a 

population of approximately 650 and most are classified as small homelands (Urbis Keys 

Young 2006d, p. 3).  

Figure 12: Map showing the boundaries and communities of the South Australian COAG trial, adjacent to 
the broader Aboriginal cultural bloc of the Ngaanyatjara Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (NPY lands)  

 

Source: www.nma.gov.au, accessed 20 March 2016. 
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The South Australian trial was limited to the AP Lands of South Australia and technically 

excluded the larger NPY cultural bloc, which extends into the Northern Territory and 

Western Australia (see Figure 12). There is considerable mobility and interconnectedness of 

the Aboriginal population throughout the broader NPY region for family, ceremonial, access 

to services, and other purposes (Urbis Keys Young 2006d, p. 3; Taylor 2001, p. 9). This raises 

an initial but fundamental question: Did the boundaries of the South Australian trial, which 

excluded the non-South Australian aspects of the larger NPY Lands, contribute to or work 

against achieving the aims of whole-of-government coordination in a partnership with the 

Aboriginal population? There is no discussion in the evaluation report of the South 

Australian trial or any other relevant documentation analysed for this research about how 

the scope of the trial was selected. This suggests there may have been inadequate prior 

consideration given to this fundamentally important question by all the stakeholders. This 

issue is given further consideration for the analysis of the key characteristic, “The Right 

Partners”, which was rated poor (Appendix A, pp. 81-86).  

At the time of the COAG announcement, the socio-economic situation on the AP Lands was 

described as one of “chronic neglect overlaid with internecine politics” and that “a decline 

in investment in the Lands by previous South Australian governments meant that “we were 

starting from a low base” (Urbis Keys Young 2006d, p. 4). The evaluation reported:  

Even apart from these various problems, the APY Lands represent a 

challenging environment in light of their large geographical area, 

remoteness and cultural and linguistic diversity (Urbis Keys Young 2006d, p. 

4).  

A key issue on the policy agenda for the AP Lands at the time was that “petrol sniffing had 

reached endemic proportions” (ATSI SJC 2003, p. 4). Data collected by Nganampa Health 

Council in 2000 indicates that the number of people engaged in petrol sniffing had increased 

from 111 to 166 people between 1999 and 2000, representing approximately 6% of the 
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Anangu population and 12% of the population aged between 10 and 35 years of age (ATSI 

SJC 2003, p. 119).  

In September 2002 (prior to the formal announcement of the South Australian trial), the 

South Australian Coroner Wayne Chivell issued a series of recommendations following two 

coronial inquests into the deaths of three young Anangu men from petrol sniffing on the AP 

Lands (ATSI SJC 2003, p. 4). Maggie Kavanagh, former Coordinator at NPY Women’s Council 

told the coronial inquest:  

…well let’s be honest, there’s been 30 years of neglect from government in 

this region across the whole board, not just petrol sniffing. But I do believe 

that if you address the issues of petrol sniffing, you’re addressing the wider 

issues of the problems on the communities (Kavanagh as quoted in ATSI SJC 

2003, p. 119).  

The South Australian Coroner found the government agencies had been focusing too much 

on “information gathering” (Chivell 2002):  

There is no need for further information gathering, and there is a vast 

untapped pool of professional expertise to be utilised. What is missing is 

prompt, forthright, properly planned, properly funded action (Chivell 2002 

as quoted in ATSI SJC 2003, p. 123).  

The Coroner recommended a “high priority” be given to improving government 

coordination:  

...in order to avoid the fragmentation of effort and confusion and alienation 

of service providers which are features of current service delivery to 

Anangu communities (Chivell 2002 as quoted in Senate Legal and 

Constitutional References Committee 2003, p. 65).  

The Coroner’s recommendations were timely as inter-governmental coordination was a 

primary aim of the COAG Trials Project. Certainly, a Senate committee inquiry at the time 

was keen to see the linkages between the two:  
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The Committee recommends that during the Spring sitting 2004 the Senate 

refer to it an inquiry on progress in addressing the problems surrounding 

petrol sniffing in the Anangu Pitjantjatjara lands, including progress as it 

relates to the COAG whole-of-government trial conducted there.
24

  

This may raise the question why the South Australian COAG trial was not dedicated to 

implementing the South Australian Coroner’s recommendations. Despite the common 

aspiration for cross-jurisdictional coordination of both the South Australian Coroner and the 

COAG Trials Project, it is suggested that silo-thinking prevailed. Perhaps, the 

Commonwealth-level did not adopt the Coroner’s recommendations as the basis for the 

South Australian COAG trial because they arose from the State jurisdiction, regardless of 

their merit. It illustrates the barriers presented by jurisdictional boundaries and 

departmental silos needed to be risk-managed in the very preliminary stages of developing 

the trial, as well as during the implementation stages.  

The following seven tables provide some detail of the key social and economic 

demographics of the largely traditional Aboriginal population of the Port Augusta ATSIC 

region, which includes the AP Lands (Australian Bureau of Statistics 1995). 

                                                             
24 

Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee, Reconciliation: Off track, Parliament of 

Australia, Canberra, October 2003, p. xiv, Recommendation 20. 
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TABLE: PORT AUGUSTA ATSIC REGION - FAMILY AND CULTURE, 1994 

Families Persons aged 13 years and over Persons aged 5 years and over 

One parent 
families 

Couple 
families with 

children 

Total (a) Identifies 
with a clan 

Sees elders as 
being important 

Recognises 
home-lands 

Attended 
cultural 

activities 

Total Speaks an 
Indigenous 
language 

Total 

24% 27.7% 1,500 77.9% 88% 84.2% 83.4% 4,000 43.8% 5,200 

 
 

TABLE: PORT AUGUSTA ATSIC REGION - HEALTH, 1994 

Persons aged 12 years 
and under 

All persons Persons aged 13 years and over 

Experienced illness 

Was 
breastfed 

Total Recent Specified long 
term 

Total Alcohol considered to be 
main problem in local area 

Happy with local 
health services 

Smokers Total 

68.8% 2,000 50.2% 38.8% 6,000 64.9% 76.2% 53.5% 4,000 

 
 

TABLE: PORT AUGUSTA ATSIC REGION - EDUCATION, 1994 

Persons aged 3-5 years Persons aged 5-18 years Persons aged 15 years and 
over who have left school 

Persons with children attending primary or secondary 
school 

Attending pre-
school 

Total Attending 
school 

Total With post school 
qualification 

Total Happy with 
children's 
education 

Would prefer children to 
attend Aboriginal community 

controlled school 

Total 

42.4% 400 78.6% 1,900 16.9% 3,600 80% 33.2% 1,800 

 
 

TABLE: PORT AUGUSTA ATSIC REGION - EMPLOYMENT, 1994 

Persons aged 15 years and over in the labour force Persons aged 15 years and over 

Employed Unemployed Unemployed for 12 months or 
more 

Total Not in labour force Participation rate Total 

50.5% 49.5% 29.3% 2,200 40.7% 59.3% 3,800 
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TABLE: PORT AUGUSTA ATSIC REGION - HOUSING, 1994  

Households living in private dwellings 

Running water connected Electricity/gas 
connected 

Garbage collected Dwelling situated on sealed 
road 

Satisfied with 
current 
dwelling 

Renters Total 

98.2% 93.1% 85.5% 72.1% 71.3% 79% 1,500 

 
 

TABLE: PORT AUGUSTA ATSIC REGION - INCOME, 1994 

Persons aged 15 years and over 

Main source of income Annual income 

Earned income non-
CDEP 

Earned 
income CDEP 

Government 
payments 

No income $12,000 or less over $25,000 Total 

17.6% 6.7% 63.2% 6.7% 64.8% 9.6% 3,800 

 
 

TABLE: PORT AUGUSTA ATSIC REGION - LAW AND JUSTICE, & VOTING PATTERNS, 1994 

Persons aged 13 years and over Persons aged 18 years and over 

Physically attacked or 
verbally threatened 

Needed legal 
services in 

last 12 mths 

Arrested in 
last 5 yrs 

Believe that people 
get on better with 

police now than 5 yrs 
ago 

Total Voted in 
Federal 
election 

Voted in ATSIC 
election 

Total 

18.3% 21.8% 27% 29.6% 4,000 61.6% 41.9% 3,500 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (1995)  
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Pre-existing government coordination processes for the trial region  

At the time of the announcement of the South Australian COAG trial, there was already a 

high-level intergovernmental committee responsible for coordinating the provision of 

government services in AP Lands. The South Australian Government had established this 

committee in 1999. It was called the “AP Lands Inter-government Inter-agency 

Collaboration Committee” (APLIICC) (ATSI SJC 2003, p. 246). Membership of the committee 

included representatives from the Commonwealth and South Australian Governments, as 

well as ATSIC and the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Lands Council.  

APLIICC was labelled the ‘Tier One’ committee and a ‘Second Tier’ of working groups 

composed of senior policy and project officers supported it. The role of the Second Tier was 

to implement the directives of the APLIICC on a wide range of issues, including community 

health and wellbeing; arts and culture; economic and resources; community cohesion and 

safety; education and training; income support and infrastructure (ATSI SJC 2003, p. 246). 

The decision to establish the South Australian COAG trial on the AP Lands may suggest that 

APLIIC had not been sufficiently effective in achieving the desired government-coordination, 

or that it needed improvement. There had been some strong criticism of the performance 

of APLIIC.  For example:  

In September 2002, APLIICC was criticised by Coroner Wayne Chivell for 

taking “far too long to act.” That criticism was supported by the Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC) in its submission to the Select 

Committee. ATSIC argued that APLIICC “should be refocussed to achieve a 

clear action plan for rationalising and reorganising relationships with service 

providers.” It also observed that APLIICC “seems to have become weighed 

down in its own processes, and noted its failure “to set a clear policy 

direction and framework for the Action Plan” (Select Committee on 

Pitjantjatjara Land Rights 2004, p. 65). 
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In March 2004, one year after the South Australian trial commenced, APLIICC was replaced 

and the South Australian government transferred responsibility for the region to a new 

body called the AP Lands Taskforce. This Taskforce reported directly to the South Australian 

Department of the Premier and Cabinet. It comprised of the same South Australian 

Government officials as represented on APLIIC with a reduced Commonwealth Government 

representation. Most of the Commonwealth Government’s departmental State Managers 

were represented on the former APLIICC, but its representation was limited to three officials 

on the new AP Lands Taskforce (Bulis and Stehlik 2006, p. 3). Further, during the latter 

period of the South Australian trial, the scope of responsibility of the AP Lands Taskforce 

was widened beyond the AP Lands to include all Aboriginal Lands throughout the State, and 

it was renamed the Aboriginal Lands Taskforce (Urbis Keys Young 2006d, p. 12).  

The change of responsibility for the trial region from APLIIC, to the AP Lands Taskforce, to 

the state-wide Aboriginal Lands Taskforce in less than two years illustrates a frequency of 

change that has been a prevalent and disruptive feature of the Indigenous affairs system for 

many decades (Combined Aboriginal Organisations of the Northern Territory 2007 as 

quoted in ATSI SJC 2008, p. 232). There appears to be no evidence that the changes 

facilitated improvements in the capacity to deliver social and economic outcomes for the 

population of the South Australian COAG trial.  

There were other government coordination mechanisms in operation at the time too. For 

example, the Central Australian Cross Border Reference Group on Volatile Substance Abuse 

was established in 1999 in response to the findings of a review of Commonwealth Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Substance Misuse Programs (ATSI SJC 2003, p. 124). In early 2003, 

the NPY Lands Tri-Jurisdictional Justice Group was established. This Group was examining 

legislation and policies to enable the police and criminal courts to operate across the 

State/Territory borders of the NPY Lands. The Group included representatives from police, 
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justice, health, education, Aboriginal Affairs agencies and local government (ATSI SJC 2003, 

pp. 124-5).  

The evaluation of the South Australian trial makes no mention of the APLIIC, the Central 

Australian Cross Border Reference Group on Volatile Substance Abuse or the NPY Lands Tri-

Jurisdictional Justice Group. Unfortunately, it reports as though these mechanisms, and a 

number of others,25 did not exist. It is argued that these mechanisms were a critical part of 

the equation for implementing a whole-of-government approach to South Australian COAG 

trial region. Experience in the United Kingdom illustrates that too many government 

coordination mechanisms can exacerbate the problem they are established to resolve 

(Kavanagh and Richards 2001, p. 17; Pollitt 2003, p. 43).In this case, the South Australian 

COAG trial was “super-imposed” over the existing multi-agency, multi-jurisdictional APLIICC 

and the other government coordination mechanisms (ATSI SJC 2003, p. 150). It is an 

illustration of the tasks for the South Australian COAG trial.  

This discussion now presents the results of the analysis of the South Australian trial’s 

implementation of ‘whole-of-government coordination’ and a ‘government-community 

partnership’. The full analysis of the South Australian trial is presented in Appendix A: 

Analysis of Implementation, pp. 65-103.  

 

 

 

                                                             
25 

For a list of other South Australian Government initiatives at the time, see Senate Legal and 

Constitutional References Committee, Reconciliation: Off track, Parliament of Australia, 
Canberra, October 2003, pp. 36-38.  
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Results of Analysis, South Australia 

Table 14: Ratings for the key characteristics of whole-of-
government coordination, South Australian COAG trial 

KEY CHARACTERISTIC RATING 

Lead agencies  Poor 

Framework agreement Poor 

Joint steering committee  Poor 

Implementation plan  Poor 

Mapping whole-of-government 

expenditure  

Poor  

Protocols and dispute resolution 

process 

Poor 

Realistic timeframes Poor 

Risk assessment  Poor 

Trust and collaboration Poor 

Skills Training  Poor 

Performance Monitoring  Poor 

Baseline data  Poor  

 

 

 

Table 15: Ratings for the key characteristics of government-
community partnership, South Australian COAG trial 

KEY CHARACTERISTIC RATING 

Right partners  Poor 

Partnership agreement Poor 

Joint steering committee  Poor 

Steering committee authority Poor 

Respect for partners’ values  Poor 

Trust and collaboration  Poor 

Protocols for shared power  Poor 

Shared objectives and shared outcomes Poor 

Role clarity and early planning Poor 

Sustained operation and membership Poor 

Shared responsibility for expenditure  Poor 

Full access to information  Poor 
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Quality of whole-of-government coordination (Appendix A, pp. 65-81) 

The analysis of the South Australian trial’s progress towards whole-of-government 

coordination gave a poor rating for all twelve key characteristics (see Table 14 above).  

There is corroboration for these conclusions in the evaluation report, which strongly 

indicate that a whole-of-government approach was not achieved in the South Australian 

trial. For example, the report states:  

On the evidence of this study it seems that people tend to associate the 

APY Lands COAG Trial more closely with the Australian than with the South 

Australian Government, and that the Trial is closely identified with DoHA in 

particular. While the South Australian Government has been active in the 

Lands, especially over the past two years, its agencies have tended to work 

outside the COAG Trial framework. South Australian agencies have been 

supportive of Mai Wiru and PY Ku in a number of ways, but these still tend 

to be seen as DoHA projects (Urbis Keys Young 2006d, pp. 13-14).  

The evaluation reported that “some observers” believed the establishment of the OIPC in 

July 2004 “strengthened” a whole-of-government approach in the trial (Urbis Keys Young 

2006d, p. 13). The evaluation also found: 

…the SA Government had “strongly emphasised a whole-of-government 

approach [for its own agencies] but it has not presented this as an aspect of 

the COAG Trial” (p. 14).  

It was highlighted earlier that in the context of Indigenous affairs, it is difficult to see how a 

set of arrangements can be classified whole-of-government unless all the relevant 

Commonwealth, State and Local Governments are involved. The analysis indicates a 

complete failure to achieve whole-of-government coordination in the South Australian trial 

starting with the failure to successfully negotiate a framework agreement for the trial.  
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Quality of the government-community partnership (Appendix A, pp. 82-96) 

The analysis of the South Australian trial’s progress towards a government-community 

partnership gave a poor rating for all twelve key characteristics (see Table 15 above).  

There is some corroboration for the results of the analysis in the evaluation report of the 

South Australian trial (Urbis Keys Young 2006d). It presents a brief discussion under the sub-

heading “3.4 Government/community relationships”, which considers the quality of the 

relationship between the partners during the trial. It is only one paragraph long. The 

evaluation finds “government/community relationships were adversely affected by 

controversy and instability affecting the AP Lands Council and Executive” (Urbis Keys Young 

2006d, p. 14). There is no further elaboration in this section about the actions the lead 

agencies took to develop a partnership-style relationship for the trial and how the 

circumstances at the AP Lands Council specifically undermined the potential relationship 

between the partners. The failure to successfully negotiate a framework agreement for the 

trial severely hampered the development of a government-community partnership.  

Another documentary source reported that the Honourable Robert Lawson, then Shadow 

Attorney-General and Minister for Aboriginal Affairs in South Australia expressed concerns 

about selective consultation by governments with Indigenous people and communities in 

South Australian COAG trial region (Lawson 2004 as cited in ATSI SJC 2005, p. 93). This adds 

some further corroboration to the conclusions of the analysis.  

Quality of social and economic improvements (Appendix A, pp. 97-102) 

The evaluation acknowledges that improved outcomes was the goal of the COAG trials 

(Urbis Keys Young 2006d, p. 1) but it does not present any findings of socioeconomic 

improvements for the Indigenous population of the AP Lands attributed to the COAG trial. 

The evaluation simply states that such outcomes would be presented in the proposed 
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second stage evaluation, which was scheduled to occur in 2007-08 (Urbis Keys Young 2006d, 

p. 1). Despite this qualification, it noted:  

There appear to be practical benefits flowing to the Lands from the South 

Australian Government’s increased funding provision and improved co-

ordination of State service-provision since 2004; a number of stakeholders 

referred to improvements in policing in particular. It is not clear, however, 

that these can be regarded as directly related to the COAG Trial Urbis Keys 

Young 2006d, p. 16). 

While not reporting any measured improvements in social and economic conditions for the 

population of the AP Lands, the evaluation reported that the South Australian trial had 

made some progress in relation to two specific projects that may in the future realise such 

outcomes. The projects were the Mai Wiru Regional Stores Policy and the PY Ku Rural 

Transaction Centres Project.  

A brief description of each is presented here as they were highlighted by the evaluation as 

the two main “positive aspects of the trial from a community perspective” (Urbis Keys 

Young 2006d, p. ii). The evaluation qualified this conclusion by stating; “the main 

reservation in this regard is uncertainty regarding ongoing project funding” (Urbis Keys 

Young 2006d, p. 16). The descriptions reveal the machinations of how two significant 

projects unfolded over the duration of the trial. The descriptions demonstrate that the 

reported progress was more akin to government outputs rather than improved community 

outcomes. It also demonstrates there are questions whether one of the projects could be 

credibly attributed to the COAG trial.  

Mai Wiru Regional Stores Policy  

There were eleven community stores operating throughout the AP Lands at the time to 

varying degrees. The stores are the lifeblood of remote communities. It is estimated that 

Aboriginal people in remote communities purchase 90–95 per cent of their energy intake 
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from the community store. At least 70 per cent of the total Aboriginal income goes into 

stores on the AP Lands. Stores are also the source of variety goods for Aboriginal people in 

remote areas, including items essential for healthy living like shampoo, soap, bath plugs, 

blankets, brooms and cooking utensils (Nganampa Health Council et al 2002, p. 37). Simply, 

community stores are an integral aspect of ensuring food security for the approximately 

2,600 people living on the AP Lands.  

The Mai Wiru Regional Stores Policy was developed prior to the establishment of the South 

Australian COAG trial with funding and support from the Commonwealth Department of 

Family and Community Services (FaCS). It took two years to develop the Policy, which 

included extensive consultations with community and government stakeholders. The AP 

Lands Council ratified the Mai Wiru Regional Stores Policy by a General Meeting in July 

2001. By December 2001, all Community Councils and Aboriginal-controlled service 

providers in the region had ratified it (Urbis Keys Young 2006d, p. 8). The objective of the 

policy is stated as:  

…a comprehensive plan to address the issues of food security, food access 

(including affordability) and food availability (including range and quality) 

which form barriers to Anangu health and wellbeing (Urbis Keys Young 

2006d, p. 8).  

In October 2003, almost two years after the policy was widely ratified, a funding application 

was made to DoHA to implement the Mai Wiru Regional Stores Policy. Eight months later, in 

June 2004, DoHA “made funding available” over the three-year period 2005-2007 (Urbis 

Keys Young 2006d, p. 9). Surprisingly, the evaluation report does not state the amount of 

funding. However, the DoHA Annual Report 2003-2004 reports the amount as $1.239 

million (DoHA 2004, p. 204). It is evident that FaCS had funded and undertook a 

comprehensive policy development process but it took another three-years after the AP 

Lands Council ratification before some funding was found for its implementation.  
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Following receipt of the $1.239 million funding in June 2004, DoHA undertook a further 

series of community consultations in September-October 2004, which led to the 

development of a Strategic Implementation Plan. The Mai Wiru Steering Committee ratified 

the Strategic Implementation Plan in February 2005. The evaluation provides no detail 

regarding how the $1.239 million was expended however it found that the policy had not 

yet translated into significant outcomes in late 2005, more than four years after the 

extensive community ratification of the policy. The evaluation states: 

Mai Wiru had not yet had an obvious impact on the range of food stocked 

by the community stores; for example, it was still difficult to find a good 

range of sugar-free items such as low-joule cordials. Other people 

emphasised the scale of the challenge involved in implementing the Policy, 

particularly given the separate ownership of the stores by each community 

and uneven quality in present management of the various stores: ‘They’ve 

got a big job ahead of them’. There also remain some significant funding 

issues to be resolved (Urbis Keys Young 2006d, p. 9).  

The evaluation reports that ATSIC provided funding to build new stores in four of the 

communities prior to its demise but no further detail is provided (Urbis Keys Young 2006d, 

p. 9). This is a significant outcome and it seems unusual that the evaluation did not 

elaborate further. Perhaps, it would have represented a contradiction to the 

Commonwealth Government’s earlier decision to abolish ATSIC.  

PY Ku Rural Transaction Centres Project  

The intention of the PY Ku Rural Transaction Centres Project was to establish seven 

customer service centres across the AP Lands for better delivery of Australian Government 

and State government services such as income support payments, banking, postal account 

and fines payment facilities and videoconferencing facilities in the AP Lands (DoHA 2004, p. 

204). Another Commonwealth agency, the Department of Transport and Regional Services 

(DoTaRS) was responsible for managing the rural transaction centres program.  
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The evaluation reports that in 2003, DoHA provided funds – through the AP Lands Council - 

for the development of a business case for the PY Ku Network. Following a Steering 

Committee meeting held in September 2003, DoHA sought funding from DoTaRS for 

‘infrastructure’ and from FaCS for ‘staffing’ of the rural transaction centres (Urbis Keys 

Young 2006d, p. 5).  

Almost twelve months later, in August 2004, DoTaRS announced funding of $2.23million. 

DoTaRS “approved” a further $1.82million in September 2005 (Urbis Keys Young 2006d, p. 

7). The evaluation does not state whether FaCS provided the requested funding for ‘staffing’ 

of the proposed rural transaction centres. DoHA reported that funding of $178,206 in 2003-

04 and a further $122,206 in 2004-05 was committed from the COAG Trial Project’s national 

Flexible Funding Pool for the PY Ku Project (DoHA 2004, p. 204).  

A PY Ku Network Planning Committee held its first meeting in Alice Springs in March 2005. 

Membership of this Committee included PY Media, the PY Education Committee and the AP 

Land Council; DoHA, FaCS, DoTaRS, DCITA, Centrelink and other relevant Australian 

Government bodies; South Australian Government bodies including DPC and Service SA; and 

Indigenous Community Volunteers. To supplement the PY Ku Network Planning Committee, 

a PY Media Network Group, which was comprised of community Chairpersons and 

Municipal Service Officers, had been formed to ensure ‘open lines of communication with 

Anangu communities’ (Urbis Keys Young 2006d, p. 11). It is unclear why they were not 

combined.  

There is a question about whether the PY Ku project was an official project of the South 

Australian COAG trial. The evaluation reports, “PY Ku was adopted as a COAG Trial initiative” 

by the COAG Steering Committee at its meeting in September 2003 (Urbis Keys Young 

2006d, p. 10). However, in a footnote to this finding it states:  
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Reported in the DoHA Chronology, although the minutes of the meeting do 

not make this explicit (Urbis Keys Young 2006d, p. 5).   

It appears the evaluation examined the official minutes of that COAG Steering Committee 

meeting and found they contradicted the claim in the DoHA Chronology, that the PY Ku 

Project was formally endorsed as a COAG trial initiative. The evaluation later explains in 

another section of the report that the DoHA Chronology was a “Progress Report on PY Ku” 

that DoHA had issued in November 2005 (Urbis Keys Young 2006d, p. 9). Therefore, the 

DoHA Chronology was prepared after the evaluation had commenced.  

The official minutes of the Steering Committee meeting should be regarded as more reliable 

evidence than a report that was prepared more than two years later by a Department 

whose performance was under evaluation, and further, it was prepared after the evaluation 

had commenced. While presenting the anomaly, the evaluation report did not explore the 

reasons for the anomaly. It appears that the claim in DoHA’s “Progress Report on PY Ku” 

that it issued in November 2005 is a misinterpretation of what actually occurred in the 

Steering Committee meeting in September 2003. The Public Service Act 1999 (Cth) includes 

‘honesty’ provisions.  

These circumstances suggest DoHA pursued the rural transactions centre program despite 

the APY COAG Steering Committee not giving its formal endorsement. The Steering 

Committee only held one more meeting in February 2004 before it folded (Urbis Keys Young 

2006d as cited in Appendix A, p. 69). It raises the broader and important evaluative question 

of whether there was officially a South Australian COAG trial and whether this activity can 

be credibly attributed as a positive development arising from the South Australian COAG 

trial. There was no formal partnership agreement between the Commonwealth and State 

Governments, and the Indigenous representatives. Despite the lack of a partnership 

agreement for the South Australian trial, DoHA continued independently to progress certain 

activities related to the AP Lands. Not unexpectedly, DoHA was keen to present these 



299 
 

activities to the evaluators as demonstrative of its performance as the Commonwealth 

Government’s lead agency to the South Australian trial. The evaluation explains why it 

presented this activity, and that of the Mai Wiru Regional Stores, as outputs relevant to the 

South Australian COAG trial:  

Apart from the fact that both of these were seen as valuable projects for 

the Lands, they were also seen as well aligned with the spirit of the COAG 

Trial in that, in various ways, they involved delivery of improved services, 

impacts across a range of policy areas (including, for example, training and 

employment), shared responsibilities and a need for co-operation among a 

range of government and community partners (Urbis Keys Young 2006d, p. 

8) (my emphasis).  

The argument that the projects were “well aligned with the spirit of the COAG trial” is 

insufficient to be regarded as credible evidence that the aims of the COAG Project were 

partly implemented in the South Australian trial. There should be evidence of how they 

were well-aligned rather than the mere statement that they were. The two aims of the 

COAG Trials Project were for the establishment of joint arrangements involving whole-of-

government coordination and a government/community partnership, for the overall design 

and delivery of services in each trial region. The implication is the evidence presented in the 

evaluation report about the Mai Wiru Regional Stores Policy and the PY Ku Project 

demonstrate a failure to implement the COAG Project’s two aims rather than, as it is 

suggested by the evaluation, the developments represent evidence of some success.  

Conclusion  

In relation to the achievement of whole-of-government coordination, the analysis gave a 

poor rating for all twelve characteristics. In relation to the achievement of a government-

community partnership, the analysis gave a poor rating for all twelve characteristics. There 

is no evidence of measured socioeconomic improvements attributed to the trial.  
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The analysis concluded this result was a consequence of the lack of success in negotiating a 

framework agreement for the South Australian trial that provided for a whole-of-

government approach between the government jurisdictions and a partnership approach 

between the Governments and the Indigenous people of the trial region. In a case study of 

the AP Lands conducted in the early stages of the South Australian trial by the Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner Bill Jonas concluded:  

While government departments and agencies present the APLIICC Tier 

One/COAG process as a means of self-determination, the perception of 

community-controlled organisations with a longstanding history of 

involvement in the AP Lands (such as Nganampa Health Council and NPY 

Women’s Council) is that this process has shifted the focus away from 

Anangu and how they do business.  

These organisations suggest that in marrying the APLIICC Tier One process 

to the COAG Trial, the intergovernmental approach to addressing problems 

on the AP Lands has become increasingly bureaucratic, impeding the 

possibility of responding effectively to substance misuse and other issues. 

There are also continuing complaints about the distance of bureaucrats 

from the AP Lands, their level of experience and corporate knowledge in 

dealing with AP issues, especially those of volatile substance misuse (ATSI 

SJC 2003, p. 128).  

In key respects, the analysis corroborates Commissioner Jonas’ early conclusions. 
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Western Australia 

Background  

The Western Australian COAG trial site was the fourth to be publicly announced, on 

Wednesday 2 July 2003, some fifteen months after COAG first announced the Trials Project. 

The high-profile Joint Media Statement titled, “Tjurabalan and Region Indigenous 

Communities Join COAG Trial” was issued by:  

 John Anderson, then Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Transport and 

Regional Services;  

 Phillip Ruddock, Minister for Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs;  

 John Kolbelke, Western Australian Minister for Indigenous Affairs;  

 Tom Stephens, Western Australian Minister for Local Government and Regional 

Development;  

 Lynette Craig, President Halls Creek Shire Council;  

 George Hamilton, Chair ATSIC Wunan Regional Council; and  

 David Skeahan, Chair of the Tjurabalan Native Title Land Aboriginal Corporation 

(Anderson et al 2003).  

The media conference was held in one of the trial communities, Billiluna. All those except 

the two Indigenous Affairs’ Ministers were present. The Deputy Prime Minister highlighted 

the trial’s significance:  

I fully expect that the whole of governments approach will ensure we have 

a better relationship with people in the region and that government 

investment is maximised and meets priorities identified by the 

Communities. This trial and the new way of working will be keenly followed 

by many around the country and not just those interested in Indigenous 

issues (Anderson et al 2003).  
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David Skeahan, Chairman of the Tjurabalan Native Title Land Aboriginal Corporation 

“welcomed the new relationship”:  

We have some good business ideas and opportunities across our region and 

some issues that need serious attention. We are very pleased governments 

are coming to work with us and that they are doing so together (Anderson 

et al 2003).  

The Western Australian Ministers highlighted their Government’s earlier commitment to 

establish a police station in Billiluna and to develop a government-community partnership 

to tackle alcohol and justice issues, following the recently concluded Gordon Inquiry26:  

“This is the whole of government response that was envisioned in our 

response to the Gordon Inquiry,” Mr Stephens said. (Anderson et al 2003)  

The evaluation of the Western Australian trial, from which much of the data for this 

appraisal is drawn, was undertaken by Quantum Consulting Australia and Nyaarla Projects 

(Quantum & Nyaarla 2006).  

Location and demographics  

The WA trial site was located in the far north of Western Australia in the remote East 

Kimberley region. There were five discrete communities involved – Balgo (Wirrimanu), 

Mulan, Yagga Yagga, Billiluna (Mindibungu) and Ringers Soak (Kundat Djaru)27. The scope of 

the trial, covering approximately 26,000 square kilometres, included some of the lands of 

the Tjurabalan Native Title Determined Area, which was granted by the Federal Court in 

2001. The native title determination recognised the rights and interests in land of 

approximately 950 Walmadjeri, Nyininy and Djaru traditional owners. Therefore, the 

Aboriginal population of the trial site region encompassed traditional owners and others 

with a more recent historical or contemporary connection to the region. The evaluation 

                                                             
26

 Gordon, S., Hallahan, K., & Henry, D. (2002). Putting the picture together: Inquiry into Response 
by Government Agencies to Complaints of Family Violence and Child Abuse in Aboriginal 
Communities, Western Australia.   
27

 The Aboriginal name for the community is in brackets. 
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report refers to it as the Tjurabalan-Kutjungka region in recognition of the two distinct 

groups.  

Figure 13: Map showing the boundaries and communities of the Western Australian COAG trial, with 
inset indicating relative location of the trial region  

Source: Western Australian Country Health Service (2011), p. 22. 
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The total population of the region was reported to be 1,022, of which 888 (86.9%) were 

Indigenous (Quantum & Nyaarla 2006, p. 8). The Western Australian trial had the smallest 

population of all the COAG trial sites. The population for each of the five targeted 

communities was reported as (see Table 16):  

Table 16: Total populations of the five communities of the Western Australian COAG trial, with 
Indigenous population in brackets  

COMMUNITY  TOTAL POPULATION (Indigenous)  

Balgo (Wirrimanu)  448 (388 Indigenous) 

Billiluna (Mindibungu)  213 (175 Indigenous) 

Mulan  168 (149 Indigenous) 

Ringer Soak (Kundat Djaru)  117 (106 Indigenous) 

Yagga Yagga (abandoned28)  76 (70 Indigenous) 

TOTAL  1,022 (888)  

Source: Quantum & Nyaarla (2006), p. 8.  

 

The evaluation report of the WA COAG trial site states that the Indigenous population 

experienced “particularly high social and economic disadvantage” (Quantum Consulting & 

Nyaarla Projects 2006, p. 2). There had been three deaths at the Balgo community related 

to petrol sniffing in 2003 (ATSI SJC 2004, p. 113) and housing had long been a critical issue 

for the region. The 1993 and 1999 Community Housing and Infrastructure Needs Surveys 

and the 1997 Western Australian Government’s Environmental Health Needs Survey, 

reported the wider East Kimberley region as having the greatest Aboriginal housing need of 

all WA regions (Taylor 2003 as cited in ATSI SJC 2005, p. 87). Of the 368 dwellings managed 

by an Indigenous Housing Organisation in the East Kimberly region, 143 (39%) were 

                                                             
28 

The evaluation reported that State and Commonwealth Government officials decided the risk 
was too high to warrant reinvestment in the community (Quantum & Nyaarla 2006, p. 6). 
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declared in need of replacement or were in need of major repair. All of the remaining 225 

dwellings needed minor repair (Taylor 2003 as cited in ATSI SJC 2005, p. 87).  

The evaluation described four “key challenges” for the trial region at the commencement of 

the trial (Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, p. 2). The first related to the high degree of socio-

economic disadvantage but the remaining three involved public administration issues:  

1. Fundamental issues placing communities in ‘crisis mode’, including 

substance and alcohol abuse, domestic violence and other justice issues, 

youth issues, unmet housing need and associated infrastructure 

problems, and low economic sustainability.  

2. Limited internal capacities in communities in terms of governance and 

leadership, and the ability to engage with government.  

3. Communities having to liaise with three tiers of government, with 

potential ‘silos’ at each tier and limited joint planning across agencies.  

4. A high level of turnover of personnel within government, communities’ 

administration and communities’ leadership (Quantum & Nyaarla 2006, 

p. 2).  

In the very early stages of the trial, the Commonwealth and State Governments declared 

the Balgo community, the largest in the trial region with a population of 448, “in crisis 

mode” (Quantum & Nyaarla 2006, p. 2). The Governments initiated a process they called 

“crisis intervention action”, which it was claimed, “focused on stabilising the underlying 

crisis issues, to enable the objectives of the COAG trial to develop and the subsequent 

implementation of the trial to occur” (Quantum & Nyaarla 2006, p. 8). In November 2003, 

shortly after the WA trial was announced, an Administrator was appointed by the Registrar 

of Aboriginal Corporations to the Wirrimanu Aboriginal Corporation in Balgo. There is no 

detail about the nature of the crisis issues in the evaluation report other than to state 

broadly, “frequent incidences of self-harm and violence, and financial mismanagement” 

(Quantum & Nyaarla 2006, p. 9).  
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The following seven tables provide some details of the key social and economic 

demographics of the Aboriginal people of the Kununurra ATSIC region, which includes the 

five communities of the WA COAG trial site (Australian Bureau of Statistics 1995). The 

dataset is presented under the following seven topics: Family and Culture; Health; 

Education; Housing; Employment; Income; and Law and Justice.  



307 
 

TABLE: KUNUNURRA ATSIC REGION - FAMILY AND CULTURE; 1994 

Families Persons aged 13 years and over Persons aged 5 years and 
over 

One parent 
families 

Couple 
families with 

children 

Total (a) Identifies 
with a clan 

Sees elders as 
being important 

Recognises 
home-lands 

Attended 
cultural 

activities 

Total Speaks an 
Indigenous 
language 

Total 

23.9% 55.6% 1,000 95.2% 92.8% 95% 96.3% 2,900 39.9% 3,700 

 
 

TABLE: KUNUNURRA ATSIC REGION - HEALTH, 1994 

Persons aged 12 years 
and under 

All persons Persons aged 13 years and over 

Experienced illness 

Was 
breastfed 

Total Recent Specified long 
term 

Total Alcohol considered to be 
main problem in local area 

Happy with local 
health services 

Smokers Total 

84.1% 1,300 49.8% 24.7% 4,200 61.7% 78.9% 45.9% 2,900 

 
 

TABLE: KUNUNURRA ATSIC REGION - EDUCATION, 1994 

Persons aged 3-5 years Persons aged 5-18 years Persons aged 15 years and over 
who have left school 

Persons with children attending primary or secondary 
school 

Attending pre-
school 

Total Attending 
school 

Total With post school 
qualification 

Total Happy with 
children's 
education 

Would prefer children to 
attend Aboriginal 

community controlled school 

Total 

50.8% 300 71.3% 1,300 7.4% 2,700 94% 61.1% 800 

 
 

TABLE: KUNUNURRA ATSIC REGION - HOUSING, 1994  

Households living in private dwellings 

Running water connected Electricity/gas 
connected 

Garbage collected Dwelling situated on 
sealed road 

Satisfied with 
current dwelling 

Renters Total 

69.4% 72.6% 77.2% 31.2% 35.5% 70% 700 
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TABLE: KUNUNURRA ATSIC REGION - EMPLOYMENT, 1994 

Persons aged 15 years and over in the labour force Persons aged 15 years and over 

Employed Unemployed Unemployed for 12 months or 
more 

Total Not in labour force Participation rate Total 

91.7% 8.3% 3.0% * 2,100 23.5% 76.5% 2,800 

* Subject to high sampling variability (see ABS 1995, Appendix C for further explanation)  
 
 

TABLE: KUNUNURRA ATSIC REGION - INCOME, 1994 

Persons aged 15 years and over 

Main source of income Annual income 

Earned income non-
CDEP 

Earned 
income CDEP 

Government 
payments 

No income $12,000 or less over $25,000 Total 

7.4% 57.6% 26.3% 7.5% 71.9% 3.8% 2,800 

 
 

TABLE: KUNUNURRA ATSIC REGION - LAW AND JUSTICE, & VOTING PATTERNS, 1994 

Persons aged 13 years and over Persons aged 18 years and over 

Physically attacked or 
verbally threatened 

Needed legal 
services in 

last 12 mths 

Arrested in 
last 5 yrs 

Believe that people 
get on better with 

police now than 5 yrs 
ago 

Total Voted in 
Federal 
election 

Voted in ATSIC 
election 

Total 

10.5% 9.6% 34.5% 29.4% 2,900 70.4% 60.1% 2,500 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (1995)  
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Pre-existing government coordination processes for the trial region  

Since 1996, the Howard-Coalition Government had had a substantial policy commitment to 

regional Australia. It had spent almost $30 billion on regional programs and in August 2001 

released a policy statement Stronger Regions, A Stronger Australia (Anderson 2001 as 

quoted in Auditor-General 2007a, p. 222). The statement outlined a “new and better way – 

the partnership way – in which the Government will be working with regional communities 

in the future” (Anderson 2001 as quoted in Auditor-General 2007a, p. 222). The Regional 

Partnerships Program was intended to give effect to the Government’s policy. The program 

was administered by the DoTaRS, the Commonwealth lead agency for the Western 

Australian COAG trial, and its implementation coincided with the period of the trial. 

Nationally, the program involved 1,370 projects with aggregate total project costs of 

$732.97 million (plus GST) between 1 July 2003 and 30 June 2006 (Auditor-General 2007a, 

p. 251). The expenditure in the WA COAG trial region under this program, if any, is 

unknown.  

As part of this program, the Regional Development Council, a COAG council focused on 

regional development, endorsed a national Indigenous action plan on 30 July 2003. A senior 

DoTaRS official stated that the action plan provided “the basis of the commitment for the 

Commonwealth and the states to work together on Indigenous issues” (House of 

Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs 2003, 

p. 1154 per Armitage).  

On appointment as lead agency for the WA trial, DoTaRS stated that it “already had a level 

of commitment in the Kimberley region through the Kimberley Area Consultative 

Committee, the Sustainable Regions Program and broader departmental programs” 

(Department of Transport and Regional Services 2004, p. 84). It advised a House of 

Representatives Standing Committee in September 2003 that the Department “brought this 

experience in working with regions and communities to its work with the Western 
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Australian COAG Indigenous trial” (House of Representatives Standing Committee on 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs 2003, p. 1153 per Armitage). However, the 

DoTaRS officials were not in a position to answer a question from the Standing Committee 

about the number of Aboriginal communities who had accessed these programs. Rather, 

Joan Armitage, Assistant Secretary, Regional Policy, Policy and Research Group, Department 

of Transport and Regional Services advised the Committee that the Department’s executive 

had approved a ‘statement of commitment’ to Indigenous people in 2002 (p. 1158) but 

things had not progressed much since:  

Ms Armitage—As I said, while programs have taken in Indigenous issues, it is 

fair to say that with the development of the commitment, DOTARS is really 

beginning the journey (House of Representatives Standing Committee on 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs 2003, p. 1163 per Armitage).  

Therefore, in the regional development portfolio at the Commonwealth-level, there was a 

national Indigenous action plan and a departmental statement of commitment to 

Indigenous people but little apparent experience in program delivery. In light of the crisis-

levels of disadvantage of the people in the WA COAG trial region, it is questionable whether 

a Department with such inexperience in Indigenous communities, particularly in the trial 

region, should be appointed lead agency.  

In the Indigenous affairs portfolio at the Commonwealth-level, the five communities of the 

Tjurabalan trial region were also the subject of an emerging Community Participation 

Agreement (CPA) under the Commonwealth Government’s welfare-reform program 

Australians Working Together. At the commencement of the WA trial, a tender had already 

been issued for community development and capacity building assistance to implement the 

CPA covering the five communities in the Tjurabalan region (Senate Legal and Constitutional 

Legislation Committee 2002b, p. 31). The CPA program is described in more detail in chapter 

three of this thesis. Suffice to say here that it had very similar objectives to the COAG Trials 
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Project in terms of a regionally-focused approach to service delivery through improving 

government coordination and increased participation of Indigenous people. There was 

potential for the COAG trial to ensure the CPA was successfully implemented.  

At the State-level, the Government of Western Australian had recently signed a state-wide 

commitment to regional-based whole-of-government approaches in partnership with 

Indigenous communities (Gallop et al 2001). On 10 October 2001, the Government of 

Western Australia signed the innovative Statement of Commitment to a New and Just 

Relationship between Aboriginal Western Australians and the Western Australian 

Government with a powerful collective of Western Australian Aboriginal representatives, 

namely:  

 All three ATSIC Commissioners (WA) and all the Chairpersons of the nine ATSIC 

(WA) Regional Councils;  

 All the native title representative bodies in WA (through the Western Australian 

Aboriginal Native Title Working Group);  

 All the Aboriginal medical services in WA (through the Western Australian 

Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisation); and  

 The state-wide Aboriginal Legal Service of Western Australia (Gallop et al 2001).  

It is noteworthy that there were no mainstream Commonwealth Government signatories to 

the Western Australian Statement of Commitment. ATSIC was representing the 

Commonwealth. Around the same time, the Commonwealth Grants Commission Indigenous 

Funding Inquiry found that there were significant barriers for Indigenous Australians 

accessing mainstream Commonwealth services (CGC 2001, p. 64).  

An early translation of the Statement of Commitment was an intention to develop a 

“comprehensive agreement” for the East Kimberley region (Department of Transport and 
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Regional Services 2005, p. 110). Just prior to the commencement of the WA COAG trial, 

terms of reference for a “pilot scoping study” for a comprehensive regional agreement had 

been developed and tendered (Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, p. 7). On commencement of the 

WA trial, it was decided that the pilot scoping study would be co-opted to recommend a 

strategic framework for the WA COAG trial site and it became known as the Munjurla 

scoping study. It is not known if the original terms of reference for the scoping study were 

amended to accord with the national aims of the COAG Trials Project. These preliminary 

developments became part of the justification for the decision to establish the WA COAG 

trial site in this region (Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, p. 7).  

This brief description of Commonwealth and State Government pre-existing policies serves 

to highlight a risk of mixing and matching different programs and services, as they are 

established according to different overriding objects and purposes. The WA COAG trial 

presented an opportunity to attempt to meld the Commonwealth and State arrangements 

for the Tjurabalan-Kutjungka region.  

This discussion now presents the results of the analysis of the Western Australian trial’s 

implementation of ‘whole-of-government coordination’ and a ‘government-community 

partnership’. The full analysis of the Western Australian trial is presented in Appendix A: 

Analysis of Implementation, pp. 104-145.  
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Results of Analysis, Western Australia 

Table 17: Ratings for the key characteristics of whole-of-
government coordination, Western Australian COAG trial 

KEY CHARACTERISTIC RATING 

Lead agencies  Satisfactory  

Framework agreement Poor 

Joint steering committee  Poor 

Implementation plan  Poor 

Mapping whole-of-government 

expenditure  

Poor  

Protocols and dispute resolution 

process 

Poor 

Realistic timeframes Poor 

Risk assessment  Poor 

Trust and collaboration Poor 

Skills Training  Poor 

Performance Monitoring  Poor 

Baseline data  Poor  

 

 

 

Table 18: Ratings for the key characteristics of government-
community partnership, Western Australian COAG trial 

KEY CHARACTERISTIC RATING 

Right partners  Satisfactory 

Partnership agreement Poor 

Joint steering committee  Poor 

Steering committee authority Poor 

Respect for partners’ values  Poor 

Trust and collaboration  Poor 

Protocols for shared power  Poor 

Shared objectives and shared outcomes Poor 

Role clarity and early planning Poor 

Sustained operation and membership Poor 

Shared responsibility for expenditure  Poor 

Full access to information  Poor 

 



314 
 

Quality of whole-of-government coordination (Appendix A, pp. 104-122) 

The analysis of the Western Australian trial’s progress towards whole-of-government 

coordination gave a satisfactory rating for one key characteristic and a poor rating for the 

other eleven (see Table 17 above).  

The evaluation findings provide some corroboration for these conclusions. It states:  

The general view of a number of community as well as WA and Australian 

government stakeholders is that for a period of time there was not a clear 

understanding of how the concept of a ‘whole of government’ approach was 

to be operationalised within the trial site (Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, p. 41).  

Overall, the evaluation found, “…some progress has been made in enhancing coordination 

between government agencies during the trial” (Quantum & Nyaarla 2006, p. 2). However, 

the evaluation did not reflect on the effectiveness of these government coordination 

mechanisms against the expected functionality that would arise from the application of the 

distinctly different WOGC mechanisms. Under the heading ‘joint decision-making’ the 

evaluation found:  

While the Regional Reference Group includes the WA Government and 

Australian Government lead agencies and the Shire of Halls Creek, the 

consultant notes the absence of an inter-agency forum across all three tiers 

of government extending beyond the trial partner agencies and OIPC 

((Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, p. 18).  

The evidence in the evaluation suggests the Regional Reference Group to which it refers 

above only met twice over the duration of the trial (Appendix A, pp. 105-109). It also found 

there were several pre-existing interagency committees within and across Commonwealth 

and State Governments with responsibility for the issues of the Western Australian COAG 

trial region but found these were information-sharing forums and were “not intended to be 

joint-decision mechanisms” (Quantum & Nyaarla 2006, p. 18).  
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Quality of the government-community partnership (Appendix A, pp. 123-140) 

The analysis of the Western Australian trial’s progress towards a government-community 

partnership gave a satisfactory rating for one key characteristic and a poor rating for the 

other eleven (see Table 18 above).  

The evaluation report of the WA trial acknowledges that a key aim of the COAG Project was 

for government and communities to work-in-partnership and that it would assess the: 

[E]xtent of partnership between the government and community partners 

(Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, p. 1).  

However, the evaluation report does not make any findings that directly address whether 

such a partnership was achieved. It reports that a framework agreement was not 

successfully negotiated but this is not accompanied with a discussion of the  implications for 

the aim (Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, p. 11). The evaluation found, “a number of efforts 

have been made during the trial to improve partnerships between governments and the 

trial communities” (Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, p. 2). The evaluation cited three efforts.  

Firstly, the evaluation reported the establishment of a Regional Reference Group 

represented “a key step towards partnership building” (Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, p. 3). It 

is demonstrated in the analysis that there were only two full meetings of the Regional 

Reference Group over the duration of the trial (Appendix A, pp. 105-109).  

Secondly, the evaluation highlights that DoTaRS engaged Peter Jebb as a Community 

Initiatives Coordinator based in Halls Creek (25 June 2003 – October 2004), who was then 

replaced with the engagement of Mark Sewell and Carrie Hannington in January 2005. It 

was reported that these officers provided an important linkage between government 

agencies and the four communities.  

Thirdly, the evaluation reports eleven Shared Responsibility Agreements (SRAs) were 

successfully negotiated as at December 2005. The evaluation found the SRA’s “assisted in 
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building momentum and support for the shared responsibility partnership approach” 

(Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, p. 3). These SRA’s were described as “single issue”, meaning 

they focused on one issue. Therefore, they were relatively small scale and it is impossible to 

regard them as government-partnerships in the sense originally intended by COAG.  

Weighing against these three cited efforts to “improve partnerships”, the evaluation 

“observed limited understanding by a number of community members as to what the COAG 

trial is” (Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, p. 3). It then listed a number of challenges to 

government working in partnership with the communities:  

 Limited understanding by a number of community members as to 

what the COAG trial is.  

 Limited capacity of communities to effectively engage with 

governments.  

 Turnover of key staff within governments, communities’ 

administration and communities’ leadership, which has adversely 

impacted on momentum and the retention of experience and 

‘corporate memory’.  

 Differing opinions held in government agencies as to the type and 

extent of consultation required with communities in the formulation 

and delivery of responses to priority areas (Quantum and Nyaarla 

2006, p. 3).  

The evaluators recommended that the next steps for the trial should include “a partnership 

agreement for the region to facilitate planning at a regional level” (Quantum and Nyaarla 

2006, p. 4). The evaluation findings provide some corroboration for the conclusions of the 

analysis.  

Quality of social and economic improvements (Appendix A, pp. 141-143) 

The evaluation report of the WA trial highlighted that the aim of the trial was to improve 

outcomes:  
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The aim of applying the COAG trial concept in the East Kimberley is to 

improve outcomes through better and more flexible coordination of 

government resources, rather than through the provision of increased levels 

of resources into the trial site region (Quantum & Nyaarla 2006, p. 6) (my 

emphasis).  

There is no evidence in the evaluation report that the lead agencies were monitoring and 

measuring the progress of the trial against a baseline set of socioeconomic data. The 

evaluation cautioned that it was a first-stage evaluation and therefore was not focused on 

making a judgement about the outcomes from the trial. It stated:  

It is important to note that the review, the subject of this report, is a 

formative evaluation. It does not attempt to undertake a detailed analysis of 

outcomes. However, while the focus is not on identifying outcomes, interim 

evidence of outcomes identified is included below (Quantum and Nyaarla 

2006, p. 24).   

Nevertheless, despite the caution that it was not required to detail the social and economic 

outcomes from trial, the evaluation presented a number of findings that it classified as 

“Interim Indigenous Outcomes” (Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, p. 1). For example, under this 

classification, the evaluation reported that eleven Shared Responsibility Agreements (SRAs) 

had been successfully negotiated during the trial (Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, p. 12). It 

stated; “…the benefit of the initial SRA’s was that they provided tangible outcomes at the 

community level” (Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, p. 12), and were “instrumental in facilitating 

readily observable changes” in the communities (Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, p. 3).  

The evaluation report provides a table summarising the eleven SRAs (Quantum & Nyaarla 

2006, pp. 26-30). An analysis of the eleven SRAs as described in the table reveals that the 

reported ‘interim Indigenous outcomes’ are largely descriptions of government outputs 

rather than measured social and economic improvements (Appendix A, pp. 140-142). The 

combined total financial value of all eleven SRA’s signed during the WA trial amounted to 
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$587,233 of which $495,260 (84.3%) were for fuel bowsers, temporary accommodation for 

visiting government officials and airstrip lighting. This highlights a lack of focus on social and 

economic community development. The largest SRA for social development was $60,000 for 

an upgrade to a basketball court and the source of these funds was the now defunct ATSIC. 

Another six SRAs focused on social benefits and were relatively small scale with a combined 

value of $31,973. The lead agency DoTaRS’ contributed a total of $12,973 to the eleven 

SRAs.  

The evaluation also reported several other government outputs under the heading “Interim 

Evidence of Outcomes” including: 

 The engagement of Community Initiatives Coordinators from DoTaRS and a 

Place Manager from DIA at Halls Creek (Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, p. 31);  

 A one-day “Grog and Justice Summit” was held in Mulan on 30 September 

2004; 

 DoTaRS sponsored an unknown number of women from East Kimberley 

communities to attend two COAG Women’s gatherings in Alice Springs (May 

2004) and Canberra (November 2005); and a Women’s leadership forum in 

Sydney (June 2005); and a schools visit to Canberra (in October 2005) 

(Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, p. 32).  

In conclusion, the evaluation made a number of findings of government outputs but did not 

report any findings of social and economic improvements in the lives of the people of the 

trial region that occurred as a result of the WA COAG trial.  

Conclusion  

In relation to the achievement of whole-of-government coordination, the analysis gave a 

satisfactory rating for one key characteristic and a poor rating for the remaining eleven. In 

relation to the achievement of a government-community partnership, the analysis gave a 
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satisfactory rating for one key characteristic and the remaining eleven received a poor 

rating. There is no evidence of measured socioeconomic improvements attributed to the 

trial.  

In April 2004, ten months after the WA trial was announced, the Western Australian 

Coroner Alastair Hope expressed concerns about the lack of government coordination in the 

East Kimberley Trial Site and inaction in addressing the petrol-sniffing problems in Balgo. 

Coroner Hope stated:  

…while the Munjurla Scoping Study *for the east Kimberly COAG site+ would 

make clear the stark conditions currently experienced in the region ... 

conditions will continue to deteriorate as long as the current disjointed state 

of government activities in the region are allowed to continue. He further 

criticised the lack of on-the-ground knowledge by agencies involved in the 

trial (Hope 2004 as cited in ATSI SJC 2005, p. 93).   

In 2007, shortly after the conclusion of the WA COAG trial, Coroner Hope conducted a 

special inquest into the deaths of twenty-two Aboriginal people across the wider Kimberley 

region. The Coroner wrote:  

Evidence at the inquest revealed that there is no real leadership or 

coordination in the response to the disaster of Aboriginal living conditions in 

the Kimberley on the part of either the State or Commonwealth 

governments. The evidence also revealed a lack of accountability in the 

response. 

In addition to Commonwealth funding, the State is providing $1.2 billion each 

year for services and programs targeted to indigenous people in Western 

Australia which is allocated to 22 government agencies under 16 Ministers. In 

spite of this allocation of funding conditions are getting even worse for 

Aboriginal people in the Kimberley and the gap between the well-being of 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people is now a “vast gulf”. 

The system, which has applied $1.2 billion or thereabouts each year for 

Aboriginal people and has achieved the results described in these reasons, is 
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clearly seriously flawed. In spite of the lack of results, it appears that no 

individual or organisation in government has been monitoring the 

performance of the various government agencies and that no identified 

individual or organisation has been held responsible for achieving improved 

outcomes for Aboriginal people. 

The Department of Indigenous Affairs is not, and never has been, capable of 

providing leadership in addressing the major problems facing Aboriginal 

people in the Kimberley (Hope 2008, p. 23).  

Dr Bruce Walker, Project Director of remoteFOCUS, a small collaboration focused on the 

governance of governments in remote Australia, said the Coroner’s findings illustrated:  

…an appalling lack of governance, little or no coordination between the 

Federal and Western Australian Governments, and a lack of a system of 

government accountability to measure outcomes from significant public 

investment aimed to alleviate Indigenous disadvantage (Walker 2012, p. 9).  
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Tasmania 

Background 

Phillip Ruddock, then Minister for Immigration, Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs and Jim 

Bacon, Premier of Tasmania announced the Tasmanian COAG trial site in a Joint Media 

Release on Thursday 28 August 2003 (Ruddock and Bacon 2003). It was the fifth COAG trial 

to be announced and it occurred some sixteen months after the COAG Trials Project was 

established. The media release was titled, “Aboriginal People in the Northern Region of 

Tasmania to join COAG Trials” (Ruddock and Bacon 2003).  

Minister Ruddock and Premier Bacon reiterated the COAG Trials Project’s two aims and 

stated the Tasmanian trial would focus on addressing family violence issues. Minister 

Ruddock said:  

This latest trial site will give Aboriginal people in northern Tasmania a 

genuine opportunity to work towards improving their well-being in 

collaboration with both governments … We must work together, work in 

partnership and share responsibility for building the capacity of people to 

address family violence issues and make a future for themselves and their 

children (Ruddock and Bacon 2003). 

Premier Bacon said:  

The COAG trial will aim to improve the way Federal and State governments 

work together with Aboriginal people to achieve better results, particularly 

in the area of family violence (Ruddock and Bacon 2003).  

There is no indication that any Tasmanian Aboriginal people were involved with the joint 

media release. In the context of the COAG Trials Project and the pattern of Indigenous 

involvement for public announcements of the other trial sites, this is unusual. More so, 

because negotiations between the Governments and the communities for the Tasmanian 

trial had commenced approximately nine months earlier, in December 2002 (Pugh 2006, p. 

16; Senate Legal and Constitutional Committee, Budget Estimates Hearing 27 May 2005, p. 
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34). It is demonstrated later that the quality of these early negotiations may explain the lack 

of Aboriginal participation in the media announcement.  

Roy Pugh, a consultant based in Hobart, Tasmania conducted the evaluation of the 

Tasmanian trial, from which much of the data for this appraisal is drawn (Pugh 2006).  

Location and demographics  

The evaluation reports that the location of the trial was the north eastern region of 

Tasmania (Pugh 2006, p. 11) (see Figure 14). The region is a mix of urban and rural areas 

including Launceston, the Furneaux Islands group and the northern midlands covering 

Deloraine to the far west and Bicheno in the south (Secretary, Department of Premier and 

Cabinet-Tasmania 2003 as quoted in ATSI SJC 2004, p. 248). In 2003, Premier Jim Bacon 

advised Dr Jonas, ATSI Social Justice Commissioner of the reasons why this region was 

selected. He wrote:  

There were a number of reasons for the selection of the Northern region as 

the whole-of-government trial site. These included: 

 Based on available data it has one of the highest 

incidences/reporting rates of domestic violence in the State (of all 

cultural groups); 

 Currently no government funded Aboriginal-specific family violence 

services exist in the region; and  

 The region has a supportive and well-connected Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal community organisation network (Secretary, 

Department of Premier and Cabinet-Tasmania 2003 as quoted in 

ATSI SJC 2004, p. 248).  

Essentially, this region was selected because of a high need for, and a complete lack of, 

Aboriginal-specific family violence services, coupled with potential opportunities for a 

whole-of-government partnership with the Aboriginal communities through the existing 

well-connected networks.  
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Figure 14: Map of Tasmania showing the boundaries of the Tasmanian COAG trial, the Northern region  

 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics as reproduced in Senate Legal and Constitutional Committee, 
Supplementary Budget Estimates Hearings (2006), Questions Taken on Notice 1 November 2005 and 
Tabled in March 2006, Question No. 240. 
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The total Aboriginal population of Tasmania was 15,806, which represented approximately 

3.5% of the total Tasmanian population. There were 3,165 Aboriginal people residing in the 

Tasmanian COAG trial site region, which represented approximately 20% of the State’s total 

Aboriginal population (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2001 as cited in Senate Legal and 

Constitutional Legislation Committee 2006b, Answer to Question No. 240, Community 

Profile). 

The following seven tables provide some detail of the social and economic demographics 

Aboriginal population of the Tasmania.  
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TABLE: HOBART ATSIC REGION - FAMILY AND CULTURE, 1994 

Families Persons aged 13 years and over Persons aged 5 years and 
over 

One parent 
families 

Couple 
families with 

children 

Total (a) Identifies 
with a clan 

Sees elders as 
being 

important 

Recognises 
home-lands 

Attended 
cultural 

activities 

Total Speaks an 
Indigenous 
language 

Total 

18.6% 54.9% 400 17.7% 66.4% 39.9% 31.4% 6,600 *1.0% 8,700 

* Subject to high sampling variability (see ABS 1995, Appendix C for further explanation)  
 
 

TABLE: HOBART ATSIC REGION - HEALTH, 1994 

Persons aged 12 years 
and under 

All persons Persons aged 13 years and over 

Experienced illness 

Was 
breastfed 

Total Recent Specified long 
term 

Total Alcohol considered to be 
main problem in local area 

Happy with local 
health services 

Smokers Total 

70.8% 3,500 48.1% 41.7% 10,100 26.2% 66% 45.9% 6,600 

 
 

TABLE: HOBART ATSIC REGION - HOUSING, 1994  

Households living in private dwellings 

Running water 
connected 

Electricity/gas 
connected 

Garbage 
collected 

Dwelling situated on 
sealed road 

Satisfied with current 
dwelling 

Renters Total 

98.8% 96.6% 72.3% 83.4% 90.6% 46.3% 4,400 

 
 

TABLE: HOBART ATSIC REGION - EMPLOYMENT, 1994  

Persons aged 15 years and over in the labour force Persons aged 15 years and over 

Employed Unemployed Unemployed for 12 months 
or more 

Total Not in labour force Participation rate Total 

71.5% 28.5% 13.1% 3,800 37.4% 62.6% 6,100 
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TABLE: HOBART ATSIC REGION - EDUCATION, 1994 

Persons aged 3-5 years Persons aged 5-18 years Persons aged 15 years and over 
who have left school 

Persons with children attending primary or secondary 
school 

Attending pre-
school 

Total Attending 
school 

Total With post school 
qualification 

Total Happy with 
children's 
education 

Would prefer 
children to attend 

Aboriginal 
community 

controlled school 

Total 

44.8% 800 81.3% 3,500 23.2% 5,600 76% 27% 1,800 

 
 

TABLE: HOBART ATSIC REGION - INCOME, 1994  

Persons aged 15 years and over 

Main source of income Annual income 

Earned income 
non-CDEP 

Earned 
income CDEP 

Government payments No income $12,000 or less over $25,000 Total 

41.4% **0.2% 47.5% 10.3% 53.6% 14.2% 6,100 

** Subject to very high sampling variability (see ABS 1995, Appendix C for further explanation)  
 
 

TABLE: HOBART ATSIC REGION - LAW AND JUSTICE, AND VOTING PATTERNS, 1994 

Persons aged 13 years and over Persons aged 18 years and over 

Physically attacked 
or verbally 
threatened 

Needed legal services 
in last 12 mths 

Arrested in 
last 5 yrs 

Believe that people get on 
better with police now 

than 5 yrs ago 

Total Voted in Federal 
election 

Voted in ATSIC 
election 

Total 

13.3% 17.3% 12.4% 15.4% 6,600 87.2% 19.8% 5,400 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (1995) 
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Pre-existing government coordination processes for the trial region  

In the joint media release announcing the Tasmanian COAG trial, the Premier Jim Bacon 

specifically committed to progressing his Government’s pre-existing state-wide Indigenous 

Family Violence Project. He stated:  

This trial will build on positive initiatives already outlined in the State 

Government report on Aboriginal family violence - ya pulingina kani: Good 

to See You Talk (Ruddock and Bacon 2003). 

Twelve months earlier, the Premier had launched the family violence project with a 

commitment to implementing the recommendations of its own report:  

At the launch of the ya pulingina kani - Good To See You Talk Report in 

October 2002, the Premier committed his government to pushing forward 

its recommendations. The Aboriginal people welcomed the Premier’s 

response and said they were looking forward to working with the 

Government in a spirit of reciprocity. There was very good reason to 

support the COAG Trial (Pugh 2006, pp. 16-17).  

The preparation of the ya pulingina kani report involved “both extensive and intensive” 

consultations (Pugh 2006, p. 16). The evaluation reported the community members had not 

spoken out about family violence in this way before with such united voices (Pugh 2006, p. 

16). The author of the report was Roy Pugh, the same consultant who conducted the 

evaluation of the Tasmanian COAG trial.29  

Following the completion of the report and shortly before the Tasmanian COAG trial 

commenced, the Office of Aboriginal Affairs (OAA), a division of the Department of Premier 

and Cabinet (DPC-Tas), had issued an open state-wide invitation to Aboriginal people for 

expressions of interest in becoming a member of the Indigenous Family Violence Aboriginal 

Advisory Committee (IFVAAC). Nine members of the Aboriginal community were selected to 

                                                             
29

 In the evaluation, Pugh does not declare she was the author of ya pulingina kani: Good to See 
You Talk nor acknowledge the potential for a perception of conflict, but should have.  
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sit on the Committee (Pugh 2006, p. 28), including three elders (Pugh 2006, p. 59). The 

Committee members viewed their responsibility solemnly and understood it to include:  

 Looking after and ensuring that the stories that Aboriginal people 

told in the ya pulingina kani - Good To See You Talk Report are 

returned to the people for the healing of family violence in the 

Tasmanian Aboriginal community; 

 Advising the community and governments on ways of working with 

the Aboriginal community with respect to the principles of 

reciprocity and partnership; and 

 Encouraging the restoration of Tasmanian Aboriginal culture, 

identity, knowledge and recognition through the arts as a positive 

alternative to their people engaging in activities, such as alcohol 

and substance abuse, that cause family violence (Pugh 2006, pp. 

58-59). 

These pre-trial developments illustrate there was an opportunity for the Tasmanian COAG 

trial to implement the family violence report’s recommendations in line with the aims of the 

overall COAG Project. Clearly, the Premier had laid the foundation for a solid government-

community partnership. The evaluation reported that the Prime Minister agreed to the 

State’s proposal in written correspondence dated November 2002 (Pugh 2006, p. 16). The 

analysis explores in detail how this opportunity materialised.  

This discussion now presents the results of the analysis of the Tasmanian trial’s 

implementation of ‘whole-of-government coordination’ and a ‘government-community 

partnership’. The full analysis of the Tasmanian trial is presented in Appendix A: Analysis of 

Implementation, pp. 146-176.  
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Results of Analysis, Tasmania 

Table 19: Ratings for the key characteristics of whole-of-
government coordination, Tasmanian COAG trial 

KEY CHARACTERISTIC RATING 

Lead agencies  Satisfactory 

Framework agreement Poor 

Joint steering committee  Poor  

Implementation plan  Poor  

Mapping whole-of-government 

expenditure  

Poor 

Protocols and dispute resolution 

process 

Poor 

Realistic timeframes Poor 

Risk assessment  Poor 

Trust and collaboration Poor 

Skills Training  Poor 

Performance Monitoring  Poor 

Baseline data  Poor 

 

 

 

Table 20: Ratings for the key characteristics of government-
community partnership, Tasmanian COAG trial 

KEY CHARACTERISTIC RATING 

Right partners  Poor 

Partnership agreement Poor 

Joint steering committee  Poor 

Steering committee authority Poor 

Respect for partners’ values  Poor 

Trust and collaboration  Poor 

Protocols for shared power  Poor 

Shared objectives and shared outcomes Poor 

Role clarity and early planning Poor 

Sustained operation and membership Poor 

Shared responsibility for expenditure  Poor 

Full access to information  Poor 
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Quality of whole-of-government coordination (Appendix A, pp. 146-161) 

The analysis of the Tasmanian trial’s progress towards whole-of-government coordination 

gave a satisfactory rating for one key characteristic and a poor rating for the other eleven 

(see Table 19 above).  

The evaluation refers to WOGC as a pivotal aim of the trial and reports that there were two 

intergovernmental committees established for the Tasmanian trial; the Lead Agency Forum 

(LAF) and the Inter-Governmental Coordinating Committee (IGCC). It also found the trial had 

established “stronger, more cooperative Commonwealth/State working relationships” 

(Pugh 2006, p. 9).  

However, the evaluation did not provide specific examples or explain how it concluded 

there were “stronger, more cooperative” relationships against the intended functions of a 

whole-of-government approach. The focus of its assessment is on the lesser, more 

traditional, concept of “improving inter-governmental coordination” (Pugh 2006, pp. 51-52). 

There is no evidence in the evaluation that either the LAF or the IGCC had developed a 

strategy for a whole-of-government approach for the trial, though the evaluation found it 

was an “essential goal” for the IGCC:  

One essential goal of IGCC is to develop a coordinated strategic approach to 

build upon and continue the achievements of the COAG Trial, particularly 

because there is growing response by the Aboriginal community to be 

involved. The impetus is to progress a strategy building process that 

demonstrates whole of government and whole of community reciprocal 

effort (Pugh 2006, p. 52).  
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The evaluation also describes the structures that were established to implement a whole-of-

government approach under the New Arrangements for Indigenous Affairs (pp. 14-16) but 

does not demonstrate or evaluate their effectiveness for the trial.30  

In summary, while two intergovernmental structures were established, there is no evidence 

that either functioned in a whole-of-government manner. Therefore, the government-

commissioned evaluation of the Tasmanian trial provides some corroboration for the 

conclusions of this analysis.  

 

Quality of the government-community partnership (Appendix A, pp. 162-175) 

The analysis of the Tasmanian trial’s progress towards a government-community 

partnership gave a poor rating for all twelve key characteristics (see Table 20 above).  

In contrast to the evaluations of the other trial sites, the Tasmanian evaluation paid greater 

attention to the personal dimensions of a government-community partnership such as the 

quality of ‘trust’ between the governments and the Aboriginal communities. The attention 

was an insightful measure of the quality of the trial’s partnerships. The evaluation presented 

a detailed and frank description of the circumstances that led to the early formation of, and 

shortly thereafter, the breakdown of the partnership to oversee the trial between the 

Governments’ lead agencies and the Aboriginal partners (the Indigenous Family Violence 

Aboriginal Advisory Committee) (Pugh 2006, pp. 27-31). The circumstances were analysed 

and a poor rating was given for the key characteristic of ‘trust and collaboration’ (see 

Appendix A, pp. 167-171). The circumstances are presented here as it is apparent that the 

Tasmanian COAG trial never recovered from the fall-out.  

                                                             
30

 The evaluation of the NSW trial stated that comment on the New Arrangements for Indigenous 
Affairs was not within the terms of reference (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, p. 16).  
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The evaluation found the Commonwealth Government and Tasmanian Governments had 

agreed to partner with the Indigenous Family Violence Aboriginal Advisory Committee 

(IFVAAC) to conduct a state-wide COAG trial with the focus on family violence issues (Pugh 

2006, p. 28). However, as briefly referred to earlier, the two Governments reneged on this 

agreement.  

The Commonwealth Government prompted the renege of the original agreement because it 

wanted to change the scope of the Tasmanian trial from state-wide to only the north-east 

region of Tasmania. It also wanted to change the membership of the IFVAAC, if it was to 

remain the Aboriginal partner to the trial. These changes were problematic because the 

Tasmanian Government’s recently-endorsed family violence policy was state-wide and the 

membership of the Indigenous Family Violence Aboriginal Advisory Committee (IFVAAC) had 

already been finalised.  

The selection process for the IFVAAC ensured it had some credibility. It was a state-wide, 

open invitation for expressions of interest with final selection by State Government officials. 

Eight members, all skilled and dedicated to addressing family violence issues, were selected. 

Despite this, based on the Commonwealth’s insistence, the two Governments undertook a 

new selection process on a “whiteboard” (Pugh 2006, p. 28). The evaluation described the 

process:  

At the meeting, ATSIS and OAA listed their names on the whiteboard. It was 

noted that some of those nominated had not yet personally agreed. Some of 

the original eight selected through OAA were not selected again. Also some 

of those selected did not accept their invitation to join the advisory group 

(Pugh 2006, p. 28). 

On 21 July 2003, the Commonwealth and Tasmanian Government officials attended the 

inaugural meeting of the original IFVAAC. It was five weeks before the government-only 

joint media announcement of the Tasmanian COAG trial. The Governments’ officials advised 
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the meeting that there had been a new selection process for the IFVAAC and how the 

Tasmanian COAG trial was going to proceed. Further, the Governments’ officials were 

seeking the meeting’s endorsement to proceed. It must have come as a surprise to the 

committee members who learned they were no longer deemed to be committee members 

of the IFVAAC for the purposes of the COAG trial. The evaluation found the Aboriginal 

community members were angered and disillusioned with the COAG trial officials. It wrote; 

“The anger was strongly indignant” (Pugh 2006, p. 21). The evaluation further reported:  

Some members voiced their objection to the way the selection process took 

place. They also objected to the proposal by the Commonwealth that the 

Trial site be confined to the north-east of Tasmania …  

A number of people walked out of the meeting. Those remaining were asked 

to vote on the location of the COAG Trial site. There was no longer a quorum 

of members in the room. At interviews for this COAG Trial Report, Aboriginal 

people who attended this IFVAAC meeting recalled that: 

 The meeting went horribly wrong. 

 There were misunderstandings about what the committee 

would be doing and about the COAG Trial. 

 There was lack of respect given to IFVAAC members, a lack of 

listening to what they actually were saying. 

 The Commonwealth process was offending IFVAAC members 

and the process that had gone into forming it. 

 That [the process] is why some Aboriginal community people 

declined the invitation to go on IFVACC.  

IFVAAC members had left the meeting in confusion and frustration (Pugh 

2006, p. 29).  

The evaluation’s account of the meeting then continued:  

Those remaining were asked to vote on the location of the COAG Trial site. 

There was no longer a quorum of members in the room …  
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Aboriginal people expressed their belief that the decision about the location 

of the Trial site had not been agreed upon with the Aboriginal community 

and neither was the theme of family violence agreed (Pugh 2006, pp. 28-29). 

It is evident the revised selection process for the family violence committee contradicted 

the Tasmanian Premier’s earlier commitment to implementing the recommendations in the 

family violence strategy. The evaluation does not explicitly state that the IFVAAC was 

thereafter no longer the official Aboriginal partner of the Tasmanian COAG trial, but it is 

inferred. It appears that the IFVAAC withdrew from the COAG trial but continued to focus 

on working with the Tasmanian Government. The evaluation reported that the IFVAAC soon 

after became the ‘ya pulingina kani Group’ and the Tasmanian Government provided 

secretariat services for the Group to fulfil this role, as originally recommended in the Report 

(Pugh 2006, p. 30).  

The evaluator conducted a focus group with community members as part of its review. 

Under the heading, “Loss of trust in governments”, the evaluation states:  

Some three years after the COAG Trial started, it is important to 

acknowledge the anger and disillusionment with the COAG Trial that 

Aboriginal people expressed during the interviews for this review. The anger 

was strongly indignant. The loss of community support that occurred at the 

beginning of the Trial contributed to the slow difficult start that the project 

workers faced (Pugh 2006, p. 21).  

The evaluation highlighted the community were not just angry and disillusioned:  

In the review focus group, they expressed the frustration that very little 

seems to have been properly achieved so far, with sustainable effect, to draw 

their community out of disenfranchisement, poverty, dependence or low 

self-confidence. They seemed weary. They were confused about the purpose 

of the COAG Trial and why the ya pulingina kani Group, appointed and 

supported by the State Government, had not been properly recognised and 

invited, as an active group, in a key advisory role to the Trial processes. They 

expressed doubt and lack of faith that what governments initiate will be 
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followed through. They told of their fear of being “assimilated” again through 

some kind of government guile. They were worried about the capacity of 

their own community groups and organisations to support and sustain 

Shared Responsibility Agreements (Pugh 2006, p. 60).  

The evaluation also presented evidence from the government officials on the trial’s Lead 

Agency Forum who felt some trust had been rebuilt over the latter stages of the trial:  

They believe that the project workers and the review process have built a 

certain level of trust in the COAG Trial. The next step is to take advantage of 

this and progress new ideas (Pugh 2006, p. 52).  

Beyond this account, the evaluation also described some government and community 

interaction in several communities and presented this as evidence of partnership-building. It 

reported that some of the local-level interactions involved discussions towards the signing 

of an SRA.31 Again, the evaluation presented illustrative evidence related to the personal 

dimensions and the nature of the partnership to highlight some inadequacies but it did not 

assess these interactions against the characteristics of a strategic government-community 

partnership. A local-level arrangement is not equivalent to a joint partnership responsible 

for the overall conduct of the trial. Overall, the evaluation findings provide some 

corroboration for the conclusions of the analysis.  

 

Quality of social and economic improvements (Appendix A, p. 175) 

There is no evidence in the evaluation that demonstrates measured socio-economic 

improvements for the population of the trial region attributable to the work of the trial. The 

evaluation lists a number of “achievements” from the trial (Pugh 2006, p. 8):  

 Held meetings in six different local communities about the COAG trial;  

                                                             
31

It has been suggested earlier that the signing of an SRA was not the kind of strategic 
partnerships that COAG envisaged when it established the Trials Project.   
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 Signed an SRA with the Cape Barren Island community for the development of a 

community health and wellbeing centre, and implementation is underway; 

 Commenced negotiations to identify funding for the pre-existing meenah mienne 

arts mentoring project for youth at risk in Launceston. An SRA was expected to be 

signed by September 2006, though it was signed on 8 August 2008;  

 A lunchtime program for Aboriginal school students was conducted at St Helens to 

assist understanding of cultural and social issues that affect their well-being;  

 Conducted and evaluated a two-day “taster program” of a family violence healing 

program in Launceston (Pugh 2006, p. 39). The Aboriginal women who attended 

“expected they would continue to attend the program in 2005 for nine spaced, one-

day training sessions for each of four modules” but the “program was delayed” 

(Pugh 2006, p. 39); and  

 Some consideration was given to exploring the potential for an accredited family 

well-being training program to be delivered through TAFE in Launceston (Pugh 

2006, p. 8).  

These ‘achievements’ cannot be regarded as evidence of measured socio-economic 

improvements. They should be regarded as evidence of government outputs and are 

minimal in nature relative to the promise of the overall COAG Trials Project. It is argued that 

these ‘achievements’ could have occurred without the national framework of the COAG 

Trials Project.  

Conclusion  

In relation to the achievement of whole-of-government coordination, the analysis gave a 

satisfactory rating for one key characteristic and a poor rating for the remaining eleven. In 

relation to the achievement of a government-community partnership, the analysis gave a 

poor rating for all twelve key characteristics. There is no evidence of measured 

socioeconomic improvements attributed to the trial.   
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New South Wales 

Background  

The New South Wales COAG trial was the sixth to be announced, on Monday 1 September 

2003, some seventeen months after COAG first established the Trials Project. A high-profile 

joint media release titled “Murdi Paaki COAG Agreement Signed” was issued by:  

 Philip Ruddock, Commonwealth Minister for Immigration and Multicultural and 

Indigenous Affairs;  

 Brendan Nelson, Minister for Education, Science and Training;  

 Andrew Refshauge, Deputy Premier of New South Wales, Minister for Education 

and Training, Minister for Aboriginal Affairs; and  

 Sam Jeffries, Chairman, Murdi Paaki ATSIC Regional Council.  

The media release stated the New South Wales trial would involve a whole-of-government 

approach undertaken in partnership with the Aboriginal communities, and therefore was 

directly aligned with COAG’s two  aims for the Trials Project. Minister Ruddock said:  

The key to this new initiative is that neither governments nor Indigenous 

communities can do it all on their own – we must work together and share 

responsibility to improve outcomes for Indigenous people (Ruddock et al 

2003).  

The New South Wales Deputy Premier, Andrew Refshauge, said the intended approach was 

necessary to achieve social and economic benefits.  

By working together at all levels of Government and with the ATSIC 

Regional Council, it is possible to improve the lives of many Indigenous 

people (Ruddock et al 2003).  

The joint media release also stated the New South Wales trial would “focus” on four key 

priorities that had been identified in discussions with community representatives almost 

twelve months earlier (Ruddock et al 2003). The priorities were:  
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 Improving the health and well-being of children and young people; 

 Improving educational attainment and school retention; 

 Helping families to raise healthy children; and 

 Strengthening community and regional governance structures (Ruddock 

et al 2003).  

Sam Jefferies, Chair of the Murdi Paaki ATSIC Regional Council is quoted as saying: 

This is something we have been seeking for a long time. Indigenous people 

here know what the needs of the community are and what should be done 

about them but we need support from government to get good, sustainable 

results (Ruddock et al 2003).  

Urbis Keys Young conducted the evaluation of the New South Wales trial, from which much 

of the data for this appraisal is drawn (Urbis Keys Young 2006a).  

Location and demographics  

The Murdi Paaki region constituted more than 40% of the total landmass of New South 

Wales. It covers 297,000 square kilometres of the far west of New South Wales and includes 

the Barwon-Darling River system. There are several National Parks within the region, most 

of which contain significant Aboriginal heritage sites at Angledool, Lake Mungo, Lake 

Victoria, Manara, Menindee Mission, Mt Grenfell, Mt Mutawintji, Neckarboo, the old 

Pooncarie Mission and Carowra Tank Reserve sites, the Mt Gunderbooka gallery, the 

Brewarrina fisheries and other sites which are associated with Baiame, the Creator 

(Aboriginal Affairs New South Wales 2006, p. 8). See Figure 15.  

The Murdi Paaki Region covers the traditional lands of fifteen Aboriginal nations or language 

groups: Baranbinja, Budbadjui, Gamilaroi, Gunu, Kuja, Malyangapa, Murrawari, Mutthi 

Mutthi, Ngemba, Ngiyampaa, Paakantii, Ularai, Wangaaybuwan, Wangkumara, Wayilwan 

(Aboriginal Affairs New South Wales 2006, p. 8). The Aboriginal population of the Bourke 

region was 7,542 representing 14 per cent of the region’s total population (Census 2001 as 
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quoted in Aboriginal Affairs New South Wales 2006, p. 13). Most of the Aboriginal 

population was spread across the sixteen major towns of Bourke, Brewarrina, Broken Hill, 

Cobar, Collarenebri, Coonamble, Dareton, Enngonia, Goodooga, Gulargambone, Ivanhoe, 

Lightning Ridge, Menindee, Walgett, Weilmoringle and Wilcannia (Aboriginal Affairs New 

South Wales 2006, p. 8). Aboriginal families also lived in seven other smaller communities.  

Figure 15: Map of the Murdi Paaki region, showing the boundaries of the NSW COAG trial 

 

The following seven tables provide some detail of the social and economic demographics 

Aboriginal population of the Murdi Paaki region.  
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TABLE: MURDI PAAKI ATSIC REGION - FAMILY AND CULTURE, 1994 

Families Persons aged 13 years and over Persons aged 5 years and 
over 

One parent 
families 

Couple 
families with 

children 

Total (a) Identifies 
with a clan 

Sees elders as 
being 

important 

Recognises 
home-lands 

Attended 
cultural 

activities 

Total Speaks an 
Indigenous 
language 

Total 

27.2% 52.8% 1,700 57.1% 86.2% 70.9% 76% 4,900 6.5% 6,400 

 
 
 

TABLE: MURDI PAAKI ATSIC REGION - HEALTH, 1994 

Persons aged 12 years 
and under 

All persons Persons aged 13 years and over 

Experienced illness 

Was 
breastfed 

Total Recent Specified long 
term 

Total Alcohol considered to be 
main problem in local area 

Happy with local 
health services 

Smokers Total 

41.9% 2,300 20.1% 23.3% 7,200 63.6% 75.1% 60.7% 4,900 

 
 

TABLE: MURDI PAAKI ATSIC REGION - HOUSING, 1994  

Households living in private dwellings 

Running water 
connected 

Electricity/gas 
connected 

Garbage 
collected 

Dwelling situated on 
sealed road 

Satisfied with current 
dwelling 

Renters Total 

92.9% 94.6% 97.3% 84.4% 68.9% 72.7% 1,600 

 
 

TABLE: MURDI PAAKI ATSIC REGION - EMPLOYMENT, 1994  

Persons aged 15 years and over in the labour force Persons aged 15 years and over 

Employed Unemployed Unemployed for 12 months 
or more 

Total Not in labour force Participation rate Total 

57.9% 42.1% 17.6% 2,600 41.7% 58.3% 4,400 
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TABLE: MURDI PAAKI ATSIC REGION - EDUCATION, 1994 

Persons aged 3-5 years Persons aged 5-18 years Persons aged 15 years and over 
who have left school 

Persons with children attending primary or secondary 
school 

Attending pre-
school 

Total Attending 
school 

Total With post school 
qualification 

Total Happy with 
children's 
education 

Would prefer 
children to attend 

Aboriginal 
community 

controlled school 

Total 

35.5% 600 78% 2,800 13.2% 4,200 77.9% 72.1% 1,500 

 
 

TABLE: MURDI PAAKI ATSIC REGION - INCOME, 1994  

Persons aged 15 years and over 

Main source of income Annual income 

Earned income 
non-CDEP 

Earned 
income CDEP 

Government payments No income $12,000 or less over $25,000 Total 

12.7% 18.3% 56.8% 8.8% 67% 5.6% 4,400 

 
 
 

TABLE: MURDI PAAKI ATSIC REGION - LAW AND JUSTICE, AND VOTING PATTERNS, 1994 

Persons aged 13 years and over Persons aged 18 years and over 

Physically attacked 
or verbally 
threatened 

Needed legal services 
in last 12 mths 

Arrested in 
last 5 yrs 

Believe that people get on 
better with police now 

than 5 yrs ago 

Total Voted in Federal 
election 

Voted in ATSIC 
election 

Total 

*2.5% 11.4% 19.6% 13.4% 4,900 69.5% 46.7% 3,800 

* Subject to high sampling variability (see ABS 1995, Appendix C for further explanation) 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (1995) 
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Pre-existing government coordination processes for the trial region  

The Federal Coalition went to the 1998 election with a policy commitment to work with 

Indigenous communities to develop regional models for Indigenous representation to 

devolve decision-making and management to the local community level (Murdi Paaki ATSIC 

Regional Council 2004, p. 8). After the Coalition won the election, the policy commitment 

led to the preparation of the Report on Greater Regional Autonomy. The ATSIC Board of 

Commissioners endorsed its recommendations in June 2000.32 Buoyed by the election policy 

commitment, the Murdi Paaki ATSIC Regional Council had been pursuing its model for a 

regional authority since 1999.  

The Report on Greater Regional Autonomy described four regional models that were under 

development or being explored at the time, including the model being pursued by the 

Murdi Paaki ATSIC Regional Council (ATSIC 2000a, pp. 24-27). The report suggested the 

models may be placed on a spectrum (ATSIC 2000a, p. 26). At one end of the spectrum, the 

pre-existing ATSIC regional council would be empowered to enter into strategic agreements 

with Commonwealth, State, Territory and Local Governments to implement their triennial 

Regional Plans. At the other end of the spectrum, a completely new Regional Authority 

would be established with wide-ranging representative and executive powers similar to, for 

example, that of the existing Torres Strait Regional Authority. The Murdi Paaki model 

involved the former with incremental progress to the latter (ATSIC 2000a, pp. 24-26).33  

Essentially, the Murdi Paaki-model focused on the means by which funding would be 

obtained from various government agencies, and then managed by the Regional Council. 

The Council would employ an overall Program Manager and several Project Managers, 

whose performance would be measured by achievement of agreed outcomes (ATSIC 2000a, 

                                                             
32

 See chapter four of this thesis for more detail. 
33

 The other three models described were: a local government-style for the East Arnhem region, 
Northern Territory; a new regional authority for the Cape York, Queensland; and a regional 
assembly within the State Government framework for the Kimberley region, Western Australia. 
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p. 25). The emphasis of the Murdi Paaki model was on agreement about the outcomes to 

pursue, and the best way to pursue these (ATSIC 2000a, p. 26).  

The Murdi Paaki regional authority model involved the establishment of sixteen Community 

Working Parties (CWPs) to represent the sixteen largest Aboriginal communities in the 

region. Just prior to the formal announcement of the New South Wales COAG trial, on 1 

May 2003, Sam Jefferies, Chair Murdi Paaki ATSIC Regional Council issued a media release 

that the CWPs were taking part in community governance workshops in preparation for the 

trial (Jefferies 2003). He stated the CWPs “have been operating successfully in many 

townships in the Murdi Paaki region for some time” and they had “already signed the New 

South Wales Service Delivery Partnership Agreement with the New South Wales 

Government and the New South Wales Aboriginal Land Council (NSWALC), which aims to 

develop better designed and targeted service delivery outcomes” (Jefferies 2003).  

The membership of the Community Working Parties varied but they were generally 

comprised of a combination of local Aboriginal organisations, interest groups and 

community individuals (Murdi Paaki ATSIC Regional Council 2004, p. 10). It was stated the 

CWPs “operate on a community governance philosophy as opposed to a corporate 

governance ideology” (Murdi Paaki ATSIC Regional Council 2004, p. 10). The CWPs were 

unincorporated, provided policy, planning and advocacy functions and derived their 

legitimacy from their communities. The Chairpersons of the CWPs would meet collectively 

to form a Regional Assembly, which it was intended would provide local community-based 

advice to a reformed ATSIC Regional Council (Murdi Paaki ATSIC Regional Council 2004, p. 

10).  

In the same month that the New South Wales COAG trial was announced, the Murdi Paaki 

ATSIC Regional Council published its triennial Regional Plan 2003-2006. The Regional Plan 

stipulated four areas for government attention: Governance and Rights; Economic; Social 
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Portfolio; and Cultural. Each area includes a description of the priorities, the objective and 

the strategies to be adopted (see ATSI SJC 2005, pp. 285-287 for a summary of this and all of 

the other ATSIC Regional Councils’ Regional Plans). It was a comprehensive, community-

based statement of the priorities for the region.  

Also in the same year as the New South Wales COAG trial was announced, the New South 

Wales Government released its state-wide Indigenous affairs strategy called Two Ways 

Together 2003-2012. It was the New South Wales Government’s plan to improve outcomes 

for Aboriginal people and communities. It was stated that Two Ways Together recognised 

real and sustainable improvements in the wellbeing of Aboriginal people required a whole-

of-government approach. It recognised that effective partnerships with Aboriginal 

communities must underpin government action if policies and programs are to be relevant 

to Aboriginal people (Aboriginal Affairs New South Wales 2006, p. 4) (my emphasis).  

Therefore, it is evident that the emerging regional model for the Murdi Paaki region, 

including the Murdi Paaki Regional Plan 2003-2006 and the new NSW Indigenous affairs 

strategy had very similar objectives to the COAG Trials Project. There was much to build on 

and a lot of work had already been undertaken.  

This discussion now presents the results of the analysis of the New South Wales trial’s 

implementation of ‘whole-of-government coordination’ and a ‘government-community 

partnership’. The full analysis of the New South Wales trial is presented in Appendix A: 

Analysis of Implementation, pp. 177-223.  
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Results of Analysis, New South Wales 

Table 21: Ratings for the key characteristics of whole-of-
government coordination, New South Wales COAG trial 

KEY CHARACTERISTIC RATING 

Lead agencies  Satisfactory 

Framework agreement Poor 

Joint steering committee  Poor  

Implementation plan  Poor  

Mapping whole-of-government 

expenditure  

Poor 

Protocols and dispute resolution 

process 

Poor 

Realistic timeframes Poor 

Risk assessment  Poor 

Trust and collaboration Poor 

Skills Training  Poor 

Performance Monitoring  Poor 

Baseline data  Poor 

 

 

 

Table 22: Ratings for the key characteristics of government-
community partnership, New South Wales COAG trial 

KEY CHARACTERISTIC RATING 

Right partners  Satisfactory 

Partnership agreement Satisfactory 

Joint steering committee  Satisfactory 

Steering committee authority Poor  

Respect for partners’ values  Satisfactory 

Trust and collaboration  Satisfactory 

Protocols for shared power  Poor 

Shared objectives and shared outcomes Poor 

Role clarity and early planning Poor 

Sustained operation and membership Satisfactory 

Shared responsibility for expenditure  Poor 

Full access to information  Poor  
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Quality of whole-of-government coordination (Appendix A, pp. 177-196)  

The analysis of the New South Wales trial’s progress towards whole-of-government 

coordination gave a satisfactory rating for one key characteristic and a poor rating for the 

remaining eleven (see Table 21 above).  

There is some corroboration for the conclusions of the analysis in the government-

commissioned evaluation. The evaluation found little progress by the trial towards whole-

of-government coordination for Indigenous services in the region. It stated:  

At this stage there is limited capacity at many levels of bureaucracy to work 

in whole-of government fashion to improve services for Indigenous people 

and communities (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, p. 31).  

It found “there was mixed feedback from stakeholders” about the extent to which 

government programs and services are being delivered in more coordinated fashion as a 

result of the Trial (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, p. 28):  

From the government perspective, improved structures for government 

coordination and communication have been put in place (for example, the 

Action Team and the Murdi Paaki Steering Committee), although the extent 

to which this has translated into better outcomes for Indigenous 

communities and individuals is at this stage quite limited (Urbis Keys Young 

2006a, p. 29).   

The evaluation concluded there remained a need to devise a functioning whole-of-

government approach for the trial.  

The Action Team now constitutes a visible ‘face of government’, meaning 

that (in theory) communities/CWPs need only deal with one set of 

government officials instead of negotiating separately with each and every 

government agency. While the capacity of governments to work in 

coordinated fashion is still being built, this represents an important step 

towards simplifying relationships between communities and the government 

sector (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, p. 28) (my emphasis).  
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In summary, the analysis found some structures were established to enable government 

coordination but there was a lack of attention to developing a set of appropriate protocols 

and instilling the necessary culture.  

 

Quality of the government-community partnership (Appendix A, pp. 197-220) 

The analysis of the New South Wales trial’s progress towards a government-community 

partnership gave a satisfactory rating for six key characteristic and a poor rating for the 

remaining six (see Table 22 above).  

The analysis indicates the NSW trial made comparatively far greater progress than four of 

the five previously considered trial sites, and a similar degree of progress (also six 

satisfactory ratings) as the NT trial. The government-commissioned evaluation concluded 

the trial had made “substantial progress” towards the aim:  

While working towards the Trial’s objectives is clearly a long-term project, 

substantial progress has been made in enhancing the capacity of both 

governments and communities to work with each other. Structures to 

promote coordination between government agencies working in Murdi Paaki 

have been established. The governance capacity of communities has 

improved, and many communities appear better able to articulate their 

priorities to government in constructive fashion. These developments can be 

expected to contribute significantly to achieving the objectives and priorities 

articulated at the Trial’s commencement (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, p. ii).  

The analysis demonstrates in more detail the nature of this ‘substantial progress’ and also 

reveals the key characteristics that were lacking. The structures were not accompanied with 

new administration processes and the systematic nurturing of a holistic collaborative 

culture. There were no shared objectives and shared outcomes, there were no protocols for 

genuine shared decision-making and the partners at the operational level had insufficient 

authority to fulfil COAG’s intent for a partnership approach to the Trials Project.  
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Nevertheless, the relatively better performance of the NSW trial in forming a partnership 

with government may have some correlation with the relatively higher degree of 

democratic power that the Murdi Paaki Aboriginal leaders possessed prior to the 

establishment of the COAG trial.  

 

Quality of social and economic improvements (Appendix A, pp. 221-222) 

There is no evidence in the evaluation of social and economic improvements for the 

Aboriginal people in the trial region that were measured to be a direct result of the trial. It 

found better socioeconomic outcomes as a result of the Trial are “quite limited”:  

From the government perspective, improved structures for government 

coordination and communication have been put in place (for example, the 

Action Team and the Murdi Paaki Steering Committee), although the extent 

to which this has translated into better outcomes for Indigenous 

communities and individuals is at this stage quite limited (Urbis Keys Young 

2006d, p. 29).   

The evaluation found:  

Substantially improving outcomes in key areas like education and 

employment is likely to take decades rather than years. A five-year ‘Trial’, 

then, can be expected to lay the groundwork for positive change, rather than 

bring about major improvements on the ground (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, p. 

iii).  

And:  

Stakeholders argued that the Trial is a long term initiative and that better 

outcomes will eventually flow on from better inter-agency coordination and 

improved community governance (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, p. 29). 
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The evaluation stated that improved social and economic outcomes would be the true test 

of the trial’s progress and reported some government officials were hopeful such outcomes 

would eventuate (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, p. 15).  

Conclusion  

In relation to the achievement of whole-of-government coordination, the analysis gave a 

satisfactory rating for one key characteristic and a poor rating for the remaining eleven. In 

relation to the achievement of a government-community partnership, the analysis gave a 

satisfactory rating for a six key characteristics and poor rating for six key characteristics. 

There is no evidence of measured socioeconomic improvements attributed to the trial.  

There was very little progress by the New South Wales COAG trial towards the development 

of a sustained whole-of-government approach for Indigenous services in the region. The 

analysis illustrated that the progress was limited to the establishment of some structures 

and there was no progress in relation to developing appropriate protocols and instilling the 

necessary collaborative culture.  

The analysis found there was relatively more progress towards the development of a 

government-community partnership in the New South Wales trial but again there were no 

reforms to traditional decision-making processes that enabled genuine Aboriginal 

involvement in the decisions of government. The evaluation concluded:  

While substantial improvements were noted in communication/collaboration 

between governments, government stakeholders acknowledged that these 

gains were yet to translate into more sustained, flexible, whole of 

government approaches leading to improved service delivery, of the type 

envisaged by the COAG mandate in the establishment of the trials (Urbis 

Keys Young 2006a, p. 16).  

Since 1999, perhaps prophetically, the Murdi Paaki ATSIC Regional Council had been 

working intensely to establish an independent Regional Authority, similar to the model of 
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the Torres Strait Regional Authority (Murdi Paaki ATSIC Regional Council 2004, p. 8). The 

Chairperson, Sam Jefferies, argued this would provide greater Aboriginal-control in regional 

decision-making and service delivery:  

Its value lies in its negotiating and coordinating role and its capacity to enter 

into agreements and funding contracts on behalf of communities, giving a 

regional voice, and strengthening the capacity of communities (Jefferies 2004 

as quoted in House of Representatives Standing Committee, Many Ways 

Forward, 2004, p. 121). 

The evidence suggests this aspiration was more distant following the New South Wales 

COAG trial and the abolition of ATSIC.  
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Victoria 

Background  

The Victorian trial was the seventh to be publicly announced, some fifteen months after 

COAG’s decision to establish the Project. Five weeks prior to the joint announcement, on 

Wednesday 30 July 2003, Steve Bracks, then Premier of Victoria, was on his own when he 

announced the location would be the regional City of Greater Shepparton. Premier Bracks is 

quoted as saying:  

The State and Commonwealth Governments want to test creative ways of 

delivering services to the Koori community in Shepparton, and we want the 

Koori community to set the direction. We’re committed to working closely 

with the Koori community so that government services fit around their 

needs and their priorities. This is a radical change from the community 

having to organise itself around government programs (Bracks as quoted in 

Cutcliffe 2004, p. 13) (my emphasis).  

Five weeks later, on Thursday 4 September 2003, a high-profile joint media conference was 

held at the Shepparton Civic Centre, involving:  

 Tony Abbott, then Commonwealth Minister for Employment and Workplace 

Relations;  

 Steve Bracks, Premier of Victoria;  

 Gavin Jennings, Victorian Minister for Aboriginal Affairs;  

 Anne McCamish, Mayor Greater Shepparton;  

 Daphne Yarram, Chair ATSIC Binjirru; and  

 Thirteen members of a recently established committee called the Aboriginal 

Community Facilitation Group (ACFG).  

The ACFG participated on behalf of the Aboriginal people of Greater Shepparton. The media 

were invited to witness all eighteen representatives signing a formal agreement to guide the 
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conduct of the Victorian COAG trial. It was reported: “optimism about and expectations of 

what could be achieved through the Trial were high” (Morgan Disney et al 2006a, p. 15).  

The evaluation of the Victorian COAG trial, from which much of the data is drawn for this 

appraisal, was undertaken by Morgan Disney & Associates Pty Ltd, Tracey Whetnall 

Consulting and Ben Hodges (Wes Wei Consulting) (Morgan Disney et al 2006a).  

Location and demographics  

The Greater Shepparton region covers approximately 2,400 square kilometres of the 

Goulbourn Valley in mid-north Victoria (see Figure 16). The region is a prosperous 

agricultural, dairy and industrial centre located 180 kilometres north of Melbourne. It is the 

fourth largest provincial centre in Victoria with the largest Aboriginal population outside 

Melbourne. In 2004, the estimated total population of the region was approximately 

60,000, of which approximately 6,000 (10%) identified as Aboriginal (Cutcliffe 2004, p. 7).34 

The Aboriginal medical service in Shepparton, the Rumbalara Aboriginal Cooperative, 

estimated the population to be between 4,000 and 6,000 based on its medical records 

(Morgan Disney et al 2006a, p. 14).  

The Greater Shepparton Aboriginal community consists of two family groups of traditional 

custodians, the Yorta Yorta and the Bangerang peoples. Another portion of the Aboriginal 

population settled more recently in the region for work or family reasons. Sixty seven per 

cent of the total population is concentrated in the main urban areas of Shepparton, 

Mooroopna and Tatura, with the balance residing in rural areas and the surrounding small 

towns of Murchison, Dookie, Toolamba, Katandra, Congupna and Tallygaroopna (Morgan 

Disney et al 2006a, p. 14).  

                                                             
34 

Tony Cutcliffe, then Director of The Eureka Project based in Melbourne, was commissioned by 

the Shepparton Aboriginal leaders to undertake an independent evaluation of the Victorian 
COAG trial, which was published in October 2004.  
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Figure 16: Map showing the boundaries of Victorian COAG trial, with inset indicating relative location of 
the Greater Shepparton region  
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An economic analysis, conducted by Linqage International for the Shepparton-based 

Ganbina Koori Economic Employment & Training Agency in July 2003, estimated total 

annual regional production was $3.22 billion. Aboriginal participation was estimated at $11 

million or 0.2% (Ganbina 2003 as cited in Cutcliffe 2004, p. 41). To highlight the economic 

disparity, Cutcliffe argued that, in dollar terms, the average share of regional production 

translates to roughly $1,833 per Aboriginal person compared to $59,600 per non-Indigenous 

person (Cutcliffe 2004, p. 41). The major employers of Indigenous people in the community 

were Indigenous NGOs with a small number of employees located in government agencies 

(mostly State Government) (Morgan Disney et al 2006a, p. 14).   

The following seven tables provide some detail of the social and economic demographics 

Aboriginal population of the Greater Shepparton region.  



355 
 

TABLE: BINJIRRU ATSIC REGION - FAMILY AND CULTURE, 1994 

Families Persons aged 13 years and over Persons aged 5 years and 
over 

One parent 
families 

Couple 
families with 

children 

Total (a) Identifies 
with a clan 

Sees elders as 
being 

important 

Recognises 
home-lands 

Attended 
cultural 

activities 

Total Speaks an 
Indigenous 
language 

Total 

25.1% 58.9% 2,900 41% 73.4% 69.8% 49.4% 6,000 *2.6% 7,700 

* Subject to high sampling variability (see ABS 1995, Appendix C for further explanation) 
 
 

TABLE: BINJIRRU ATSIC REGION - HEALTH, 1994 

Persons aged 12 years 
and under 

All persons Persons aged 13 years and over 

Experienced illness 

Was 
breastfed 

Total Recent Specified long 
term 

Total Alcohol considered to be 
main problem in local area 

Happy with local 
health services 

Smokers Total 

69.2% 3,300 53% 45.4% 9,400 36.6% 83% 52.5% 6,000 

 
 

TABLE: BINJIRRU ATSIC REGION - HOUSING, 1994  

Households living in private dwellings 

Running water 
connected 

Electricity/gas 
connected 

Garbage 
collected 

Dwelling situated on 
sealed road 

Satisfied with current 
dwelling 

Renters Total 

99.8% 99.8% 91% 96.8% 83.2% 58.7% 3,100 

 
 

TABLE: BINJIRRU ATSIC REGION - EMPLOYMENT, 1994  

Persons aged 15 years and over in the labour force Persons aged 15 years and over 

Employed Unemployed Unemployed for 12 months 
or more 

Total Not in labour force Participation rate Total 

64.3% 35.7% 11.9% 3,400 39.1% 60.9% 5,600 
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TABLE: BINJIRRU ATSIC REGION - EDUCATION, 1994 

Persons aged 3-5 years Persons aged 5-18 years Persons aged 15 years and over 
who have left school 

Persons with children attending primary or 
secondary school 

Attending pre-
school 

Total Attending 
school 

Total With post school 
qualification 

Total Happy with 
children's 
education 

Would prefer 
children to attend 

Aboriginal 
community 

controlled school 

Total 

*34.0% 700 80.1% 2,900 24.9% 5,200 71% 38.6% 2,000 

* Subject to high sampling variability (see ABS 1995, Appendix C for further explanation) 
 

TABLE: BINJIRRU ATSIC REGION - INCOME, 1994  

Persons aged 15 years and over 

Main source of income Annual income 

Earned income 
non-CDEP 

Earned 
income CDEP 

Government payments No income $12,000 or less over $25,000 Total 

32.5% *3.6% 50.1% 13.8% 58.9% 18.8% 5,600 

* Subject to high sampling variability (see ABS 1995, Appendix C for further explanation) 
 
 

TABLE: BINJIRRU ATSIC REGION - LAW AND JUSTICE, AND VOTING PATTERNS, 1994 

Persons aged 13 years and over Persons aged 18 years and over 

Physically attacked 
or verbally 
threatened 

Needed legal services 
in last 12 mths 

Arrested in 
last 5 yrs 

Believe that people get on 
better with police now 

than 5 yrs ago 

Total Voted in Federal 
election 

Voted in ATSIC 
election 

Total 

19% 19.6% 19.4% 27.2% 6,000 70.2% 28.8% 4,900 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (1995) 
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Pre-existing government coordination processes for the trial region  

Prior to the COAG Trial, Aboriginal people in the Shepparton region had a long track record 

of organisational innovation and strategic thinking, undertaken in partnership with private 

industry, State and Commonwealth Government agencies (Cutcliffe 2004, p. 7). For more 

than two decades they had demonstrated that social and financial self-determination was a 

priority. Cutcliffe (2004) described them collectively as “Indigenous entrepreneurs” 

(Cutcliffe 2004, p. 18).  

In 1979, the Aboriginal community leaders of the region leased a run-down, three-bedroom 

residence in Shepparton’s business district and established the Koori Resource and 

Information Centre. Soon after, one of the most successful sporting clubs in the region was 

born, the Rumbalara Football and Netball Club. The Rumbalara Football and Netball Club 

built its own sporting club complex including social rooms, offices, change-rooms and an 

oval. In 2004, the Club fielded four football teams and five netball teams, and had amassed 

18 premierships in its relatively short history. The Club was described as “an ambitious and 

professional program on what would seem to most to be a truly entrepreneurial cocktail of 

government, corporate, voluntary and local Indigenous community support” (Cutcliffe 2004, 

p. 19). It is also a centre for a range social activity. One of the programs it ran, in partnership 

with the Victorian Health Foundation’s Healthy Lifestyles Programme, focused on 

establishing and maintaining personal fitness. In the eighteen months prior to the COAG 

Trial, the program recorded up to 400 visits a month by Aboriginal people (Cutcliffe 2004, p. 

19).  

The Aboriginal leaders of the region also provided the impetus and partnership for the 

ground-breaking establishment of the First Nations Credit Union, which was described as “a 

national financial institution designed for Indigenous people” (Cutcliffe 2004, p. 24). In 

concert with local business owners and major industry leaders, they also developed the 

Ladders to Success program resulting in some 150 jobs with long-term career opportunities.  
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The Rumbalara Aboriginal Co-operative Ltd, based in Shepparton, at the time employed 

more than 70 people with an annual turnover of more than $7 million. The Co-operative 

operated the Aboriginal medical service with a catchment area of more than 6,000 people, 

and the regional Community Development and Employment Program (CDEP). It also 

operated a wide range of other community programs including; aged care services, the 

Koori Drug and Alcohol Centre, a range of leadership programs for young people, and the 

innovative restorative justice-based Koori Court (Cutcliffe 2004, p. 25). This list is not 

complete. There was much that the COAG Trial could work with to support (Cutcliffe 2004).  

More broadly, in June 2000, the Victorian Government signed a state-wide strategic 

communiqué with the Victorian ATSIC Regional Councils and the ATSIC National 

Commission. The communiqué reaffirmed COAG’s 1992 National Commitment to Improved 

Outcomes and agreed to a principle of “true partnership at a state, regional and local 

community level in pursuing healthy, self-determining Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

communities” (ATSI SJC 2003, p. 233). This strategic agreement preceded the Victorian 

COAG trial yet it is evident that both had very similar policy and implementation settings. In 

2002, Dr Jonas stated:  

Over the past five years, the Victorian Government has developed a range 

of large scale departmental and sectoral Indigenous affairs strategies, based 

on a ‘whole of department’ coordination model, which have been 

developed through a partnership approach focused on increasing 

Indigenous involvement in decision-making at all levels of government (ATSI 

SJC 2002, p. 233).  

A number of collaborative initiatives were progressed under this arrangement including a 

pilot program to facilitate transfer of control of Aboriginal heritage management to 

Aboriginal communities through the development of relevant skills and knowledge. ATSIC 

and Aboriginal Affairs Victoria signed a memorandum of understanding in April 2003 

detailing project management and reporting arrangements for the second year of the 
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program. The Premier had also called on ATSIC to submit plans for a new communiqué for 

2003, in which family violence was expected to be a priority issue (ATSI SJC 2002, p. 233).  

The Premier’s Aboriginal Advisory Council was described as a partnership between the State 

Government and the Aboriginal community. Its membership was comprised of the Premier, 

the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs and elected-ATSIC representatives. Through this and 

other forums, ATSIC had input into a numerous key policy initiatives in Victoria, including 

productive negotiations on health, housing and the Victorian Aboriginal Justice Agreement. 

Initiatives developed and established under the latter were the two innovative Koori Courts 

and Regional Justice Advisory Committees (ATSIC 2003, p. 223). The partnership principle 

had been extended in most cases to the development of agreements between Government 

and the Indigenous community that:  

 Set out the aims and strategic direction to be pursued; 

 Identify agreed principles to guide action; 

 Specify the roles and responsibilities of the signatories to the Agreement; 

 Form the basis for achieving equity between the parties; and 

 Identify the key results and milestones to be achieved (ATSIC 2003, p. 223).  

This description underlines the similarities between the terms and implementation of the 

pre-existing Victorian communiqué and the aims of the forthcoming COAG Trials Project. 

This picture of the pre-COAG trial Indigenous services environment in Shepparton and state-

wide somewhat contrasts with the picture presented by the Commonwealth Government-

commissioned evaluation of the Victorian COAG trial. The evaluation summarised the pre-

trial environment:  

At the commencement of the Trial, communication between government 

departments and the Indigenous community was perceived as mostly poor 

by the Indigenous leaders, with agencies coming into the community and 
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‘telling’ the community what it intended to do. ATSIC was seen by other 

government agencies as largely responsible for Indigenous policy and 

programs with small pockets of positive Indigenous initiatives in some 

government agencies (Morgan Disney et al 2006a, p. 14). 

It also stated:  

A number of mainstream government agencies were delivering services in 

the area and there were very diverse views about how well these agencies 

actively worked with the Indigenous community. Some agencies were 

building their relationships with NGOs and leaders, others were seen as 

demonstrating limited awareness and interest in working differently or 

better with Indigenous organisations and the community (Morgan Disney et 

al 2006a, p. 14).  

It is evident the evaluation’s description discounted the pre-existing State Government and 

community-based initiatives. The suggestion is the evaluation, which was commissioned by 

the Commonwealth Government, inadvertently replicated the silo-mentality that the COAG 

trial itself was intending to overcome, by paying insufficient attention to the pre-existing 

State Government activity. It is a caution that evaluation processes are not immune from 

the reach of the silo-mentality and departmentalism.  

The evaluation also highlighted there were tensions between the two traditional custodian 

family groups of the region, which was brought to a head following a failed native title claim 

by one of the family groups, the Yorta Yorta people. The High Court of Australia delivered its 

verdict in December 2002 (Members of the Yorta Yorta Aboriginal Community v Victoria 214 

CLR 422 [HCA]). The evaluation reported that the government agencies were impacted by 

the community tensions:  

Government agencies were aware of these tensions and some expressed a 

belief that the community should have ‘got over’ these tensions and should 

be concentrating on the current issues facing the community …  
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Government agencies perceived significant divisions within the Aboriginal 

community and experienced gaining entry to the wider community as a 

challenge with some perceived ‘gate-keeping’ by some community leaders. 

Many agencies said they did not know how to engage the wider Indigenous 

community and wanted the community to achieve some agreement about 

things – however it is not clear exactly what they wanted the community to 

agree about (Morgan Disney et al 2006a, p. 15).  

Clearly, the community divisions were one of the risks for the successful implementation of 

the Victorian COAG trial, which needed to be managed. This discussion now presents the 

results of the analysis of the Victorian trial’s implementation of ‘whole-of-government 

coordination’ and a ‘government-community partnership’. The full analysis of the Victorian 

trial is presented in Appendix A: Analysis of Implementation, pp. 224-264.  
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Results of Analysis, Victoria 

Table 23: Ratings for the key characteristics of whole-of-
government coordination, Victorian COAG trial 

KEY CHARACTERISTIC RATING 

Lead agencies  Satisfactory  

Framework agreement Satisfactory 

Joint steering committee  Poor  

Implementation plan  Satisfactory 

Mapping whole-of-government 

expenditure  

Poor 

Protocols and dispute resolution 

process 

Poor 

Realistic timeframes Satisfactory 

Risk assessment  Poor 

Trust and collaboration Poor 

Skills Training  Poor 

Performance Monitoring  Poor 

Baseline data  Poor  

 

 

 

Table 24: Ratings for the key characteristics of government-
community partnership, Victorian COAG trial 

KEY CHARACTERISTIC RATING 

Right partners  Satisfactory 

Partnership agreement Good 

Joint steering committee  Satisfactory 

Steering committee authority Poor  

Respect for partners’ values  Poor 

Trust and collaboration  Poor  

Protocols for shared power  Poor 

Shared objectives and shared outcomes Poor 

Role clarity and early planning Poor 

Sustained operation and membership Satisfactory 

Shared responsibility for expenditure  Poor  

Full access to information  Poor  
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Quality of whole-of-government coordination (Appendix A, pp. 224-242) 

The analysis of the Victorian trial’s progress towards whole-of-government coordination 

gave a satisfactory rating for five key characteristics and a poor rating for the remaining 

seven (see Table 23 above).  

The Victorian trial had a relatively greater degree of satisfactory ratings for WOGC than all 

the other trial sites. The analysis indicates this was largely due to the signing and detailed 

content of the framework agreement (the Compact). It suggests the Governments’ paid 

greater attention to the early form of the trial to entice an agreement, though it appears 

giving substance to the form was overtaken by other perceived priorities. The evaluation 

concluded:  

It became very clear during the evaluation that the core purpose of the Trials 

– to find new ways of working with Indigenous communities and across 

governments, and to learn from trying new approaches to achieve agreed 

outcomes – has to some extent been lost in the pursuit of tangible improved 

outcomes or even outputs such as higher numbers of Indigenous people 

employed, increased economic opportunities, retention rates in education, 

consensus in the Indigenous community, increases in funding to Indigenous 

communities etc. This applies to both government and Indigenous 

expectations (Morgan Disney 2006 et al 2006a, p. 11).  

It is suggested that this relatively high number of satisfactory ratings, compared to the other 

trial sites, may reflect a comparatively greater degree of democratic power of the Aboriginal 

leaders involved in the Victorian trial.  
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Quality of the government-community partnership (Appendix A, pp. 243-262) 

The analysis of the Victorian trial’s progress towards a government-community partnership 

gave a good rating for one key characteristic; a satisfactory rating for three key 

characteristics and a poor rating for the remaining eight (see Table 24 above).  

These conclusions demonstrate the positive early influence of the trial’s framework 

agreement to set up relevant structural elements and sustain the operation of the joint 

steering committee. There were however, eight key characteristics that were rated as poor 

and these deficiencies may have prevented the structural elements from realising the 

desired socioeconomic outcomes. As stated earlier (in the footnote on p. 271), the 

Shepparton Aboriginal leaders were not satisfied with the slow progress of the trial and 

commissioned their own independent evaluation of the trial (Cutcliffe 2004). This was the 

only trial site that commissioned their own independent evaluation.  

The Cutcliffe evaluation, which reported in October 2004, found a very low level of trust and 

collaboration in the Victorian COAG trial (Cutcliffe 2004). The evaluation was based on 

“extensive input from the Aboriginal leaders and representatives” (Cutcliffe 2004, p. 7) of 

the region and is presented with forewords by Paul Briggs OAM, Yorta Yorta man and 

President, Rumbalara Football and Netball Club, and Neville G. Atkinson, Chairperson, 

Rumbalara Aboriginal Cooperative Ltd. The Cutcliffe findings in this respect are concerning:  

The upshot of this situation is that the COAG initiative seems to be 

characterised by subtle forms of bullying and intimidation with the 

‘partnership’ based on coercion and arrogance rather than mutual effort and 

respect (Cutcliffe 2004, p. 46).  

In practice, there was a lack of protocols for how the Steering Group was to operate in 

terms of negotiating and implementing a strategic plan for the community-identified 

priorities. There is no evidence that other relevant government departments had delegated 

authority to the trial Steering Committee to negotiate resource commitments. Therefore,  it 
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did not have the necessary authority to develop a whole-of-government approach to the 

trial region. This caused much angst and, amongst other things, resulted in some members 

of the ACFG withdrawing from their commitments in the Compact (Appendix A, p. 250).  

Quality of social and economic improvements (Appendix A, pp. 263)  

The evaluation did not present any evidence of socioeconomic improvements in the trial 

region’s Indigenous population. The failure to develop a set of baseline data and a 

performance monitoring system for the trial resulted in the evaluation simply reporting a 

mixture of views in this regard:  

There are very divergent views across the stakeholder groups regarding the 

outcomes achieved from this Trial. These range from a view that there have 

been no outcomes, that the outcomes have not been very tangible and too 

much time had been wasted on internal politics, or that there had been too 

many poor government processes. Others argued that the outcomes were 

really only becoming obvious now such as a growing awareness of the need 

to address relationships, some tangible improvements in education and 

some slow progress on increased employment. This question about 

outcomes brought the evaluation team back to the issue of what is (sic) was 

that partners were wanting (sic) to evaluate (Morgan Disney et al 2006a, p. 

36). 

Nevertheless, the evaluation reported that there were a number of “broad outcomes” that 

arose from the trial. These were largely procedural developments or government outputs 

such as the establishment of the Strategic Planning and Policy Unit in the final year of the 

trial. It also highlighted that most of the partners are still engaged in the trial and that the 

involvement of the City of Greater Shepparton has grown over the course of the trial, 

though it does not state what benefits arose for the Indigenous population from this 

increased involvement (Morgan Disney et al 2006a, p. 6).  
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Conclusion  

In relation to the achievement of a whole-of-government approach, the analysis gave a 

satisfactory rating for five key characteristics and a poor rating for seven key characteristics. 

In relation to the achievement of a government-community partnership, the analysis gave a 

good rating for one key characteristic; a satisfactory rating for three key characteristics and 

a poor rating for eight key characteristics. There is no evidence of measured socioeconomic 

improvements attributed to the trial.  

The good rating was for the content of the framework agreement. The evaluation evidence 

suggests that this was due to the early good will and involvement of the Secretaries of 

DEWR and DPC-Vic. A key finding of the evaluation is that the trial was reported to be 

focused on ‘getting things done’ often using old ways of working. It found more attention 

was needed to address how to work differently. As a result, some of the Indigenous leaders 

and community members were frustrated and disappointed at “what appears to be a lack of 

progress”. Other leaders feel that there has been progress and that this is not adequately 

acknowledged (Morgan Disney et al 2006a, p. 5).  
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Australian Capital Territory 

Background 

The Australian Capital Territory (ACT) COAG trial was the final site to be announced, on 

Thursday 15 April 2004. It was now two years after COAG first announced the Trials Project. 

A high-profile joint media statement titled “New Indigenous Community Partnership 

Agreement for the ACT” was issued by:  

 David Kemp, Commonwealth Minister for the Environment and Heritage;  

 Amanda Vanstone, then Senator and Commonwealth Minister for Immigration 

Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs;  

 Jon Stanhope, Chief Minister of the Australian Capital Territory;  

 Lionel Quartermaine, Acting National Chair, ATSIC;  

 Keith Morgan, Chair, ATSIC Queanbeyan Regional Council; and  

 Ros Brown, Chair, Indigenous Working Group (IWG), a new group that evolved out 

of the discussions to develop a trial in the ACT (Kemp et al 2004).  

Senator Vanstone was confident the ACT trial “would result in better outcomes for the ACT's 

Indigenous community” because it had the benefit of experience of the earlier established 

COAG trial sites, which had revealed the imperative for a holistic approach. Senator 

Vanstone stated:  

It requires governments and their public servants to develop timely, 

sensible and wholistic responses to priority issues agreed with our 

Indigenous partners - and it requires local Indigenous people to join with us 

in taking responsibility for progress (Kemp et al 2004) (my emphasis).  

Chief Minister Stanhope reiterated the holistic theme:  

This Agreement provides a new way of identifying and addressing the 

priorities of the community, and opens up an avenue for the parties to 
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enter into comprehensive negotiations regarding the way services are to be 

delivered in future (Kemp et al 2004).  

Minister Kemp was focused on the role of the Department of Environment and Heritage as 

lead agency for the trial:  

The Indigenous community of the ACT has identified the areas where they 

would like to focus change, and we look forward to working with them and 

the other partners on making those changes happen (Kemp et al 2004).  

The ATSIC Chairs, Quartermaine and Morgan, recapped the two aims of the COAG trials 

followed the strategic approach in the agreements ATSIC had recently signed with nearly all 

the State and Territory Governments:  

ATSIC has long recognised the importance of working partnerships and a 

whole-of-government approach to tackling Indigenous disadvantage, and 

has been at the forefront of putting such strategies into action (Kemp et al 

2004). 

Ros Brown, Chair of the fledgling Indigenous Working Group, stated:  

We have worked closely with the Australian and ACT Governments, ATSIC 

and ATSIS to establish this Agreement (Kemp et al 2004).  

Morgan Disney & Associates Pty. Ltd; Tracey Whetnall Consulting; and Ben Hodges (Wis Wei 

Consulting) conducted the evaluation of the ACT trial, from which much of the data for this 

appraisal is drawn (Morgan Disney et al 2006b).  

Location and demographics  

The scope of the trial region was the entire Australian Capital Territory, which includes the 

national capital Canberra, surrounding rural land and several national parks. It was the only 

COAG trial that involved a capital city. Amongst other things, this implies the trial’s 

Indigenous population had (potential) access to the full range of government services and 

economic opportunities. The total population of Indigenous persons in the ACT was 3,576, 
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representing 1.2% of the total ACT population of 311,947 (Australian Bureau of Statistics 

2002).  

In terms of customary Aboriginal governance for the trial region, the ACT trial was unlike 

most of the other COAG trial sites in two key aspects. Firstly, the majority of the Indigenous 

inhabitants are not traditionally connected to the trial region (see for example, ACT 

Government 201235). Secondly, the customary Aboriginal law and language of the region 

was not as deeply entrenched in the daily lives of the majority of the trial population. Both 

of these aspects are perhaps from the traditional custodians’ perspective, unfortunate 

consequences of accommodating a capital city. Nevertheless, many of the local custodians 

of the ACT region continue to live according to Aboriginal cultural values and practice 

traditional customs (United Ngunnawal Elders Council 2003; Ngambri 2014). Also, many of 

the other Indigenous inhabitants of the ACT (with a more recent historical or contemporary, 

as opposed to traditional, connection to the region) carry with them the customary 

practices and values of their homelands. According to one survey, Indigenous Australians 

living in the ACT are relatively steeped in Indigenous culture:  

A recent survey released by the Australian Bureau of Statistics showed that 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders living in Canberra had the highest 

level of participation in cultural events in Australia. Seventy-three per cent 

had attended a cultural activity within the previous 12 months (Australian 

Capital Territory Legislative Assembly Hansard 26 August 2004, p. 4365 per 

Stanhope).  

Like most other metropolitan cities around Australia, there was, and continues to be some 

dispute amongst approximately four or more extended family groups of local custodians as 

to the traditional boundaries of responsibility across the region (for example, see Ngambri 

Statement 2014). Without delving into the dispute, the lack of a formal, culturally-

                                                             
35

 This genealogy study, undertaken for the ACT Government, concludes that there are “several 
hundred individuals, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, who could be considered key ancestors for 
this region” (ACT Government 2012, no page numbers but see 26

th
 page in pdf). 
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authoritative resolution to this issue causes confusion amongst Indigenous and non-

Indigenous populations.  

Here in the ACT we have relied, when we can, on consultative committees. 

We have tested our ideas on the United Ngunnawal Elders Council. We 

have engaged in a COAG trial in the wash-up of the ATSIC abolition. What 

we have not had is confidence—confidence that those to whom we speak 

truly speak for and on behalf of their communities, confidence that we are 

kept as accountable as we might be. How do the voiceless articulate their 

grievances? How do the disenfranchised feed their ideas into the political 

process? (Australian Capital Territory Legislative Assembly Hansard, 6 May 

2008 p. 1422 per Stanhope)  

The lack of a culturally authoritative resolution to this dispute appears to inadvertently 

result in the exclusion of some of the local custodian families from participating in policy 

and implementation decisions that impact on them. The confusion potentially leaves good 

policy and implementation vulnerable to the vested interests of governments (for example, 

the phenomenon of departmentalism) or self-appointed individuals purporting to represent 

the interests and needs of the wider Indigenous community without appropriate 

accountabilities.  

The following seven demographic tables are presented under the topics: Family and Culture; 

Health; Education; Housing; Employment; Income; and Law and Justice.  
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TABLE: QUEANBEYAN ATSIC REGION - FAMILY AND CULTURE, 1994 

Families Persons aged 13 years and over Persons aged 5 years and 
over 

One parent 
families 

Couple 
families with 

children 

Total (a) Identifies 
with a clan 

Sees elders as 
being 

important 

Recognises 
home-lands 

Attended 
cultural 

activities 

Total Speaks an 
Indigenous 
language 

Total 

32.2% 52.2% 2,100 50.2% 74.5% 69.6% 57.2% 4,600 **1.1% 5,600 

** Subject to very high sampling variability (see ABS 1995, Appendix C for further explanation)   
 
 

TABLE: QUEANBEYAN ATSIC REGION - HEALTH, 1994 

Persons aged 12 years 
and under 

All persons Persons aged 13 years and over 

Experienced illness 

Was 
breastfed 

Total Recent Specified long 
term 

Total Alcohol considered to be 
main problem in local area 

Happy with local 
health services 

Smokers Total 

77.1% 2,100 44.8% 42.4% 6,700 46.1% 66.8% 46.4% 4,600 

 
 

TABLE: QUEANBEYAN ATSIC REGION - HOUSING, 1994  

Households living in private dwellings 

Running water 
connected 

Electricity/gas 
connected 

Garbage 
collected 

Dwelling situated on 
sealed road 

Satisfied with current 
dwelling 

Renters Total 

94.6% 94.6% 88.1% 59.7% 83% 80.9% 2,800 

 
 

TABLE: QUEANBEYAN ATSIC REGION - EMPLOYMENT, 1994  

Persons aged 15 years and over in the labour force Persons aged 15 years and over 

Employed Unemployed Unemployed for 12 months 
or more 

Total Not in labour force Participation rate Total 

57.3% 42.7% 27% 3,100 29.2% 70.8% 4,300 
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TABLE: QUEANBEYAN ATSIC REGION - EDUCATION, 1994 

Persons aged 3-5 years Persons aged 5-18 years Persons aged 15 years and over 
who have left school 

Persons with children attending primary or secondary 
school 

Attending pre-
school 

Total Attending 
school 

Total With post school 
qualification 

Total Happy with 
children's 
education 

Would prefer 
children to attend 

Aboriginal 
community 

controlled school 

Total 

36.2% 700 76% 2,100 16.4% 3,900 76.6% 33.6% 1,200 

 
 

TABLE: QUEANBEYAN ATSIC REGION - INCOME, 1994  

Persons aged 15 years and over 

Main source of income Annual income 

Earned income 
non-CDEP 

Earned 
income CDEP 

Government payments No income $12,000 or less over $25,000 Total 

39.5% **0.0% 50.9% 8.8% 55.3% 13.8% 4,300 

** Subject to very high sampling variability (see ABS 1995, Appendix C for further explanation)   
 
 

TABLE: QUEANBEYAN ATSIC REGION - LAW AND JUSTICE, AND VOTING PATTERNS, 1994 

Persons aged 13 years and over Persons aged 18 years and over 

Physically attacked 
or verbally 
threatened 

Needed legal services 
in last 12 mths 

Arrested in 
last 5 yrs 

Believe that people get on 
better with police now 

than 5 yrs ago 

Total Voted in Federal 
election 

Voted in ATSIC 
election 

Total 

7.5% 23.9% 20.4% 21.4% 4,600 74.4% 38.8% 3,500 

 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (1995) 
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Pre-existing government coordination processes for the trial region 

In the ACT prior to the COAG trial, there was already a multitude of Indigenous-specific 

policies and government agencies working with Indigenous representatives. This situation is 

similar for all Australian capital cities. In February 2002, the ACT Legislative Assembly and 

the ATSIC Board of Commissioners jointly signed a Statement of Intent to strategically 

organise all the activity.  

The ACT Government and ATSIC agreed to improve social, economic and cultural outcomes 

for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples through greater coordination and 

collaboration between the two parties (my emphasis). The parties agreed to develop a 

regional partnership agreement:  

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in their own communities and 

through their representative bodies will play the lead role setting directions 

and developing solutions and approaches to address issues affecting 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities (ACT Government and  

ATSIC 2002 as quoted in Senate Legal and Constitutional References 

Committee, Reconciliation: Off track, October 2003, p. 38).  

The guiding principles for the Statement of Intent were COAG’s 1992 National Commitment 

to Improved Outcomes in the Delivery of Programs and Services for Aboriginal Peoples and 

Torres Strait Islanders and COAG’s ‘Reconciliation Communiqué’ of 3 November 2000. It is 

evident the Statement of Intent involved very similar settings to the forthcoming COAG 

Trials Project.  

The pre-existing government activity generally involved a government department working 

with an Indigenous advisory committee to address portfolio-specific issues. In 2003, the ACT 

Government estimated the combined value of its Indigenous-specific funding at “up to $12 

million per year” and comprising “in the order of 65 separate Indigenous-specific programs” 

(Stanhope 2003, p. 2). In 2004-2005, which coincided with the first year of implementation 
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of the ACT trial, the ACT Chief Minister John Stanhope said his Government had allocated an 

unprecedented level of Indigenous funding (Australian Capital Territory Legislative Assembly 

2004a, p. 4364). This demonstrates there was a ripe opportunity for a trial of whole-of-

government coordination in partnership with Indigenous people. Four specific examples of 

the ACT Government activity are briefly described here to illustrate the general nature of 

the arrangements that were already underway prior to the ACT trial.  

ACT Chief Minister’s Department and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Consultative 

Council  

The ACT Chief Minister’s Department included an Office of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Affairs that was linked to an Indigenous advisory group called the Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Consultative Council (ATSICC). Both the Office and the Consultative 

Council had been in operation since 1995 with varying success and community support. The 

ATSICC released its Strategic Plan 2004-2007, shortly after the agreement for the ACT COAG 

trial was signed.  

ACT Health and the ATSI Health Forum  

The primary Indigenous-specific health policy was the ACT Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Health Plan 2000-2004. In September 2002, ACT Health created a new Office called 

the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Unit, which was “committed to the 

development of a strong and appropriate partnership with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander communities in the ACT” (ACT Health 2003, p. 20). The Unit reportedly worked in 

partnership with the Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal Health Service (Winnunga 

Nimmityjah) and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Forum (ACT Health 2003, p. 

20). In the first year of the ACT trial, there were 23 different Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander health and wellbeing programs (ACT Health et al 2006, p. 23).  
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ACT Department of Justice and Community Safety, and the Aboriginal Justice Advisory 

Committee  

The ACT Department of Justice and Community Safety was a large agency including Courts, 

Corrective Services, Emergency Services and a Policy and Regulatory division. Corrective 

Services was the only division with an office that had an Indigenous-specific role, called the 

Indigenous Services and Cultural Diversity Unit (ACT Department of Justice and Community 

Safety 2004, p. 85). This Unit established an Indigenous Focus Group comprised mostly of 

government officials, which among other things, was examining the development of an 

Indigenous healing program for community-based offenders (ACT Department of Justice and 

Community Safety 2003, p. 120).  

The primary community-based advisory body for Indigenous-related justice issues in the 

ACT was the Aboriginal Justice Advisory Committee (AJAC). This Committee was formed in 

February 2000 by the ACT Government as part of its implementation of the 

recommendations of the RCIADIC. The AJAC Strategy for 2003-05 was launched in 2002. It 

included the establishment of a justice centre. One month after the ACT trial was publicly 

announced, on 26 May 2004, the Attorney General and the Chief Magistrate launched an 

innovative justice program, called the Ngambra Circle Sentencing Court. The objective of 

this specialised magistrates court was to reduce re-offending through formal involvement of 

the Indigenous community, primarily elders, in the sentencing process (ACT Department of 

Justice and Community Safety 2004, p. 28).  

ACT Department of Education, Youth and Family Services and the Indigenous Education 

Consultative Body  

The primary policy driver for Indigenous education in the ACT was a three-year Agreement 

(2001-2004) between the Commonwealth and ACT Governments under the 

Commonwealth’s Department of Education Training and  Youth Affairs (DETYA) Indigenous 

Education Strategic Initiatives Program (IESIP). As part of the Agreement, targets and 
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performance indicators were established. It also included Commonwealth funding for the 

establishment and operation of 75 Aboriginal and Student Support and Parent Awareness 

(ASSPA) Committees in ACT Government schools.  

The Department of Education, Youth and Family Services (DEYFS) had established an 

Indigenous Education Unit (ACT Legislative Assembly, Hansard 2000, p. 287) and an 

Indigenous-specific advisory committee called the Indigenous Education Consultative Body 

(IECB). The IECB Strategic Plan 2002-2004 was launched by the DEYFS on 9 May 2002. Two 

months later, on 4 July 2002, the DEYFS launched another strategic plan called Within Reach 

of Us All, Services to Indigenous People Action Plan 2002-2004. Then in December 2002, the 

Department and the IECB signed an Indigenous Compact describing the parties’ 

commitment to education of Indigenous young people. This illustrates some weighty 

strategic attention to Indigenous education in the ACT.  

This is not a comprehensive list of pre-existing Indigenous-related government activity in 

the trial region but serves to highlight some of the complexity and opportunities for the 

forthcoming ACT COAG trial. It illustrates that one of the challenges will be to coordinate an 

umbrella arrangement for all of the pre-existing agreements.  

This discussion now presents the results of the analysis of the Australian Capital Territory 

trial’s implementation of ‘whole-of-government coordination’ and a ‘government-

community partnership’. The full analysis of the Australian Capital Territory trial is 

presented in Appendix A: Analysis of Implementation, pp. 265-311.  
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Results of Analysis, Australian Capital Territory 

Table 25: Ratings for the key characteristics of whole-of-
government coordination, Australian Capital Territory COAG 
trial 

KEY CHARACTERISTIC RATING 

Lead agencies  Satisfactory 

Framework agreement Satisfactory 

Joint steering committee  Satisfactory 

Implementation plan  Poor  

Mapping whole-of-government 

expenditure  
Poor 

Protocols and dispute resolution 

process 
Poor 

Realistic timeframes Poor 

Risk assessment  Poor 

Trust and collaboration Poor 

Skills Training  Poor 

Performance Monitoring  Poor 

Baseline data  Poor 

 

 

Table 26: Ratings for the key characteristics of government-
community partnership, Australian Capital Territory COAG trial 

KEY CHARACTERISTIC RATING 

Right partners  Poor 

Partnership agreement Satisfactory 

Joint steering committee  Satisfactory 

Steering committee authority Satisfactory 

Respect for partners’ values  Satisfactory 

Trust and collaboration  Poor 

Protocols for shared power  Poor 

Shared objectives and shared outcomes Poor 

Role clarity and early planning Poor  

Sustained operation and membership Poor 

Shared responsibility for expenditure  Poor 

Full access to information  Poor  
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Quality of whole-of-government coordination (Appendix A, pp. 265-283) 

The analysis of the Australian Capital Territory trial’s progress towards whole-of-

government coordination gave a satisfactory rating for three key characteristics and a poor 

rating for the remaining nine (see Table 25 above).  

The conclusions of the analysis indicate the progress by the trial was limited to the 

establishment of relevant structures but there were no accompanying protocols to instil 

partnership-style collaboration. Overall, whole-of-government coordination was not a key 

feature of the ACT trial. It was not even mentioned in the trial’s framework agreement, 

which indicates COAG’s original primary aim was not a visible priority for the 

implementation of the ACT trial. It is a further indication of the earlier observation in 

Chapter 1: Introduction of this thesis that the emphasis on whole-of-government had 

substantially diminished over the duration of the Trials Project.  

There are three relevant statements to whole-of-government in the evaluation report. The 

first instance, which is reproduced below, is a single sentence:  

Both the ICC and ACT Government acknowledge the need to further 

develop the whole-of-government partnership. (p. 17)  

The second instance is similarly simplistic. The context is a list of a “suggestions” prepared 

by the evaluators to improve the governmental aspects of the trial, if it were to continue. It 

is an isolated general statement with no further associated commentary:  

The capacity of government needs to be improved in such areas as cross 

cultural awareness, how to implement whole of government strategies and 

how to work with Indigenous communities (p. 27).  

The evaluation concluded:  

Some people were and still are cynical about the whole of government 

approach, while others were and still are optimistic (Morgan Disney et al 

2006b, p. 8). 
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The evaluation findings provide some corroboration for the conclusions of the analysis.  

Quality of the government-community partnership (Appendix A, pp. 284-308) 

The analysis of the Australian Capital Territory trial’s progress towards a government-

community partnership gave a satisfactory rating for four key characteristics and a poor 

rating for the remaining eight (see Table 26 above).  

The conclusions of the analysis indicate the key structural elements were established early 

in the trial but there were no reforms of traditional government decision-making processes 

to enable genuine Aboriginal involvement in the decisions of government. The evaluation 

found a government-community partnership was not achieved however it concluded that it 

was a valid aim for the trial:  

This Trial has affirmed the potential of partnerships to achieve better 

outcomes and more holistic approaches to issues for Indigenous 

communities, and opportunities for building on these lessons must not be 

lost (Morgan Disney et al 2006b, p. 6).  

Quality of social and economic improvements (Appendix A, pp. 309-310) 

There is no evidence in the evaluation of social and economic improvements for the 

Indigenous population of the trial region that were measured to be a direct result of the 

trial. The evaluation found:  

On the surface, it may seem as if little has been achieved in this Trial 

(Morgan Disney et al 2006b, p. 22). 

The evaluation stated a careful analysis is necessary to identify the outcomes from the trial 

and it presented descriptions under five headings: General; Self-esteem and cultural 

identity; Substance abuse; and Education (Morgan Disney et al 2006b, pp. 23-24).  

The broad outcomes achieved are that regular Elders’ camps have taken 

place (culture), an Indigenous Justice Centre has been established, working 

group members were funded to visit and investigate international and 
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Australian healing farm models, and discussions on the feasibility of 

establishing an Indigenous school are on-going along with other 

improvements to schooling for Indigenous children and young people 

(Morgan Disney et al 2006b, p. 8). 

A careful analysis of the descriptions under each of these headings reveals very little was 

achieved, and some stakeholders questioned whether the claimed achievements could be 

credibly attributed to the ACT trial (Appendix A, pp. 308-309). For example, the evaluation 

reported unequivocally in the executive summary and on page 23 that “one of the most 

significant outcomes of this Trial” is “the establishment of the Indigenous Justice Centre” 

(Morgan Disney et al 2006b, pp. 5 & 23). However, in the body of the report it noted that 

other government officials had questioned whether the Justice Centre was a product of the 

trial and rather, they believed the trial may have been a barrier:  

There is a minority view from current incumbents in positions that the 

success of the Justice Centre is in spite of COAG and some perceptions that 

the COAG Trial may have wasted time in the process (Morgan Disney et al 

2006b, p. 5) (my emphasis).  

The evaluation then countered this “minority view” with a “strong majority view”:  

However, as previously stated, there is a strong majority view from key and 

senior decision makers involved at the time in decision making about the 

Centre that the COAG Trial was the vehicle that drove the establishment of 

the Justice Centre (Morgan Disney et al 2006b, p. 5).   

There is no indication that the evaluators sought to verify independently either view. It is 

concerning that the evaluation thought the number of people supporting a particular view 

was determinative. There is another example where some government officials claimed 

certain projects were an outcome of the trial and others disagreed with the claim:  

Elders camps have taken place regularly. It is not clear if this is a direct 

outcome of the Trial. It has been argued that the camps would have taken 

place without the Trial. However, it has been suggested that the presence 
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of the Trial may have increased the level of communication among groups 

of Elders and encouraged them to engage more actively in the camps 

(Morgan Disney et al 2006b, p. 23).  

Overall, the evaluation concluded:  

There is some confusion and there are differences of opinion about the 

background to the Trial particularly which initiatives sat within the COAG 

Trial (Morgan Disney et al 2006b, p. 8).  

At best, the reported outcomes are more akin to government outputs and there are no 

reported outcomes of socioeconomic improvements for the trial’s Indigenous population.  

Conclusion  

In relation to the achievement of a whole-of-government approach, the analysis gave a 

satisfactory rating for five key characteristics and a poor rating for seven key characteristics. 

In relation to the achievement of a government-community partnership, the analysis gave a 

satisfactory rating for four key characteristics and a poor rating for eight key characteristics. 

There is no evidence of measured socioeconomic improvements attributed to the trial.  
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PART C: KEY FINDINGS  

This chapter so far has devised a theoretical and practical conceptual framework for each of 

the COAG Project’s two aims and then filtered the experiences of the eight COAG trial sites 

through it. The purpose of this Part is to highlight some key themes about the quality of 

implementation of the two aims, which are now evident following the filtering process.  

As noted in the introduction to this chapter, one of the differences between this thesis’ 

analysis of the COAG trials and the government-commissioned evaluations is the basis of 

evaluative appraisal. The analytical method for this thesis is theory-based and it is argued, 

the following discussion presents structured and specific data about which aspects of 

COAG’s two aims that the trials did and did not implement.  

Table 27 below presents a summary of the quality of implementation of WOGC and GCP by 

trial site. It collates the 192 ratings of the quality of implementation at the eight trial sites. 

The table rows correspond with the order of presentation of key characteristics in the tables 

in Part B and the order of analysis in Appendix A. The table indicates the bulk of the key 

characteristics were not implemented at each trial site and this implies the two aims were 

not achieved by any trial site. This picture corroborates the theme of the findings of the 

eight government-commissioned evaluations.  

The most notable pattern in Table 27 is the predominance of poor ratings. Figure 17 

provides another perspective of the same picture, which shows of the total 192 ratings: 

82.29% (n= 158) were poor, 16.67% (n=32) were satisfactory and 1.04% (n=2) were good. 

On this data alone, it is concluded the two aims were poorly implemented across the entire 

COAG Project. It is demonstrated next in Chapter 5: Evaluation that the government-

commissioned evaluations were far more equivocal about the overall degree of 

achievement of COAG’s aims.  
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Table 27: Quality ratings for the implementation of the key characteristics of WOGC and GCP, in order of 
analysis and by trial site, in chronological order of announcement  

Qld  NT SA WA Tas NSW Vic ACT 

WOGC GCP  WOGC GCP  WOGC GCP  WOGC GCP  WOGC GCP  WOGC GCP  WOGC GCP  WOGC GCP  

P P P S P P S S S P S S S S S P 

P P S G P P P P P P P S S G S S 

S P S P P P P P P P P S P S S S 

P P P P P P P P P P P P S P P S 

P P P S P P P P P P P S P P P S 

P P P S P P P P P P P S P P P P 

P P P P P P P P P P P P S P P P 

P P P S P P P P P P P P P P P P 

P P P S P P P P P P P P P P P P 

P P P P P P P P P P P S P S P P 

P P P P P P P P P P P P P P P P 

P P P P P P P P P P P P P P P P 

Legend:  

Good Satisfactory Poor 

 

  

Figure 17: Frequency of ratings of implementation of key characteristics across all trial sites (%) 
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Table 27 indicates, at least numerically, the Northern Territory and Victorian trials were the 

best performers with the New South Wales and Australian Capital Territory trials in a close 

second. Western Australia was the fifth best trial followed by the Queensland and 

Tasmanian trials. The South Australian trial site was the worst performer. For the service-

recipients in each trial region, these rankings may mean little because the analysis also 

sought to identify the degree of measured socioeconomic improvements for the Indigenous 

populations that were attributed to the conduct of the COAG Trials Project. It found that 

none of the evaluations presented any data demonstrating measured socioeconomic 

improvements for the Indigenous people of any trial region (Appendix A, p. 311).  

In Table 27, the trials are presented in their chronological order of announcement and this 

ordering discerns a pattern that the later announced trials generally performed better. This 

may be because they had much more time to prepare. On 5 April 2002, COAG directed all 

trial sites to be announced by “mid-2002” but the first trial was announced on 25 

September 2002 and the final trial was announced on 15 April 2004. The median duration 

for announcement of the trials was 62 weeks (Appendix A, pp. 239). The slow start may also 

have been the result of the lack of prior policy analysis, consultation and government 

coordination because it appears that COAG “initiated” the series of trials suddenly. A series 

of circumstances led to the conclusion that it was a case of policy-on-the-run (see pp. 92-94 

of this thesis). The later announced trials may also have benefited from the early 

experiences of the others.  

Figures 18 and 19 below present another perspective of the same picture. They chart the 

frequency of ratings of each key characteristic across all COAG trial sites for the respective 

aims. This perspective is a summary of the quality of implementation of WOGC and GCP by 

key characteristic. It is evident from Table 27 and Figure 19 that there were two examples of 

good quality implementation of a key characteristic in the Project.  
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Figure 18: Frequency of ratings for whole-of-government key characteristics across all COAG trial sites  
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Figure 19: Frequency of ratings for government-community partnership key characteristics across all COAG trial sites  
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Both examples were for the same structurally-related key characteristic, the partnership 

agreement. The Northern Territory and Victorian trials’ partnership agreements stood out, 

as they laid the foundation to pursue a government-community partnership (Appendix A, p. 

53 and pp. 247-8 respectively). Both contained many of the best practice features for 

partnerships of this nature and established appropriate joint structures with some broad 

protocols to pursue the aim. Interestingly, these two trials were ranked the best overall 

performers. Relatedly, Table 27 indicates that across the Project, the pursuit of a 

government-community partnership was slightly better than for whole-of-government 

coordination.  

There were thirty-two examples of key characteristics having been implemented to a 

satisfactory degree in the Project. Figures 18 and 19 indicate these were for the more 

structural-related key characteristics of ‘lead agencies’, the ‘right partners’, the ‘overall 

agreements’ and the ‘joint steering committees’. However, even when these key structural 

characteristics were implemented, it was evidently insufficient to fulfil either aim.  

For example, a Commonwealth and State Government lead agency was appointed for each 

trial but in many of the trials the lead agencies did not lead. The Northern Territory 

evaluation stated one of the more common questions asked by all the partners was: “who is 

in charge?” (Gray 2006, p. 10) Further, DEWR was the lead agency for two trial sites (Qld 

and Vic) but it withdrew from the role more than twelve months prior to the termination of 

the Project (Appendix A, pp. 6-8). The Synopsis Review of the COAG trials’ evaluations 

concluded:  

There was some confusion about the Trial objectives. The emphasis on 

working together in new ways was not as clear or as well supported as was 

needed to maintain a clear focus on both ‘how’ to work together differently 

and on progressing action priorities. This same confusion about objectives 
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led to some of the controversy in some of the Trial sites (Morgan Disney et al 

2006c, p. 6).  

Another indicator of the quality of leadership is that four of the eight trial sites did not 

successfully negotiate a framework agreement and partnership agreement to guide the 

conduct of the trial (Qld; SA; WA and Tas) (Appendix A, pp. 8-10 and 23-24; 67-68 and 86; 

103-105 and 123-126; 145 and 163-164 respectively). The DIMIA Annual Report 2003-2004 

reported that a framework agreement had been successfully negotiated for the Queensland 

trial but the evaluation made no mention of this (Appendix A, p. 8). A framework agreement 

was prepared for the SA trial, which was signed by the Commonwealth and State 

Governments but not the Aboriginal representatives (Appendix A, p. 67). In the WA and Tas 

trials, the partners made early verbal arrangements but they were not formalised and were 

not implemented as agreed (Appendix A, pp. 103-105; 167-171 respectively). Interestingly, 

the four trial sites without formal agreements (Qld; SA; WA and Tas) were the bottom four 

performers.  

It is also evident from Figures 18 and 19 that even when joint steering committees were 

established, they were not empowered to fulfil their responsibilities for each aim through 

the cultural-related key characteristics such as: appropriate protocols, shared objectives and 

outcomes, collaborative and trustful climate, shared decision-making and access to 

information. As a consequence, the joint steering committees most often did not function 

well or ceased functioning (for example, NT and SA) (Appendix A, pp. 37-38; 68-71 

respectively). There were particularly serious consequences to this failure in the Northern 

Territory trial. In May 2006, there was an eruption of “gang violence” and “rioting” involving 

several hundred people in Wadeye. About 400 of the town’s residents were evacuated to 

Darwin for their safety and more than one hundred residents were arrested (Kerin 2006; 

Murdoch 2006; Zimmer 2006; Graham and Johnstone 2006 as cited in Appendix A, p. 34). 

The Northern Territory evaluation drew a link between the early cessation of the trial’s 
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inter-governmental Priority Working Group for Youth, the failure to develop a youth 

strategy and the eruption of violence:  

Given the present situation of Wadeye in relation to youth violence and all 

that flows from it, it has to be a matter of some concern that one of the 

most critical of the agreed priorities within he (sic) SRA was unable to be 

effectively addressed by the partnership and was allowed to fall by the 

wayside so early in the process (Gray 2006, p. 8).  

There also appears to be a correlation between a failure to implement the ‘right partners’ 

key characteristic and the overall poor performance by the trial as indicated by Table 27 

above (see the WA, SA and Tas trials). In these three trials, there was no formal partnership 

agreement with Aboriginal representatives. This reaffirms the fundamental necessity of the 

principle of empowered Aboriginal involvement in the design and delivery of services.  

Evidence suggests that without the structural key characteristics, it is highly unlikely the 

aims will be successfully implemented. The literature review supports this contention. It 

highlighted that there are formidable barriers to the successful implementation of both 

aims and that any attempt would require deliberate, well-planned reforms to negotiate the 

deeply-entrenched structures and cultures of traditional public administration (see pp. 175-

188; 210-213 respectively). The evidence also suggests that the implementing the structural 

key characteristics alone was insufficient to achieve the aims. Dr Shergold, then chair of the 

Secretaries Group for Indigenous Affairs, which was responsible for the COAG trials, told a 

Senate Select Committee in 2005 that new structures for reform need to be accompanied 

with a new culture:  

The point I made in my speech, which I strongly adhere to, is that complex 

problems, particularly in public policy, are rarely resolved by structures. 

Public servants are remarkably good at structures. Put public servants 

together for half an hour and they can rearrange the boxes very easily. They 

can create new departments, create new agencies and shuffle the divisions 
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around. In my experience, it is never the solution … we have to link the 

whole together, and that is why my view is that the way we need to do it is 

not by creating new structures or new boxes. That is only a part of the 

solution. The key is to change the culture of how public servants deliver 

public policy (Senate Select Committee on the Administration of Indigenous 

Affairs, Hansard, 8 February 2005, p. 2).  

Figures 18 and 19 illustrate the lack of implementation of the cultural-related key 

characteristics. For example: no trial developed and employed a dispute resolution process; 

no trial developed protocols for shared power; and no trial developed and employed a set 

of baseline data and performance monitoring processes. Overall, most of the trial sites 

established new structures to drive the implementation of the two aims but did not equip 

these structures to fulfil their responsibilities.  

The remarkable degree of failure by the trials in implementing the two aims may be 

considered surprising given: the high-level nature of the COAG Trials Project, the attention 

to Aboriginal Reconciliation on the national agenda at the commencement of the COAG 

Project and, that the key characteristics simply represent recognised best practice public 

administration at the time (see Part A of this chapter). Many of the key characteristics that 

were not implemented by any trial site were not too hard for a Project of this magnitude. 

For example: the provision of relevant training; the establishment of baseline data and a 

performance monitoring process; undertaking a risk assessment; and ensuring the partners 

had full access to information. It is difficult to comprehend that these were insurmountable 

tasks for every trial site, especially for a Commonwealth lead agency whose Secretary was 

the trial ‘sponsor’ and the equivalent partner State lead agency. But evidently, in the 

context they were.  
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CHAPTER CONCLUSION  

The aim of this chapter has been to appraise the quality of the public administration in 

implementing the COAG Communiqué of 5 April 2002, which announced the COAG Trials 

Project. The analysis focused on how well the two aims of the COAG Project were 

implemented. It also described the socioeconomic outcomes from each trial as reported by 

the government-commissioned evaluation.  

The analysis for this chapter produced some explicit and acute conclusions about the degree 

of achievement of the COAG Trials Project’s two aims in each trial site and points clearly to 

the nature of the failures. The government-commissioned evaluations were far more 

equivocal in this regard. The analysis demonstrates that WOGC and a GCP were practically 

impossible to implement at the trial sites or, more so, to be systematised within the 

institutional configuration of Indigenous service delivery. The literature reviews for each aim 

issue a caution that they are very difficult to achieve and perhaps the degree of failure by 

the trials reflects this.  

In addition, Chapter 1: Introduction describes two significant national political and policy-

related events in Indigenous affairs initiated by the Commonwealth Government about 

halfway through the COAG Project, which adversely interrupted its implementation 

(Chapter 1: Introduction, pp. 39-45). They were referred to as the New Arrangements for 

Indigenous Affairs. They resulted in the abolition of the national ‘partnership’ with ATSIC; 

the establishment of the OIPC with a whole-of-government model based on premature 

conclusions from the COAG trials; the shifting of the national policy imperative (and the 

COAG trials imperative) to shared responsibility agreements, which effectively undermined 

the Project’s two original aims; and the dismantling of the COAG Trials Project’s national 

secretariat, the ICCT, which effectively undermined the implementation of the Project’s 



 

392 

national coordination including the original ‘Performance Monitoring and Evaluation 

Framework’.  

Chapter 1: Introduction also highlighted that these so-called New Arrangements for 

Indigenous Affairs were followed by a series of public announcements by the 

Commonwealth Government highlighting the funding being injected into many of the trial 

site regions, amounting to $72.5million. This amount is likely to be well under the total 

Commonwealth Government expenditure in the trial regions over the duration of the 

ensuing period and does not include State, Territory and Local Government funding.36 

Further, following the New Arrangements, the budget for the COAG Trials Project’s ‘Flexible 

Funding Pool’ was increased in 2004-05 from $3 million to $17.8 million and was managed 

under new program guidelines by OPIC. The revised program was renamed “the Shared 

Responsibility Agreement Implementation Assistance program” (Senate Legal and 

Constitutional Legislation Committee 2005a, Answers to Question on Notice No. 176 tabled 

March 2005). The injection of funding into the trial regions illustrates a significant departure 

from the original policy intention for the Project, which was not to involve new funding but 

rather a reorganisation of existing funding (see pp. 42-44). These developments significantly 

hampered the partners’ capacity in each trial site to pursue COAG’s two original aims.  

There may be a further part of the explanation for the significant degree of failure by the 

trials to implement COAG’s aims. The literature review noted a conclusion made by Dr Bill 

Jonas, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner in 2002: “There are 

                                                             
36

 For example, for the Queensland COAG trial, the lead agency DEWR and FaCS reported 
combined expenditure of $11,515,322; Queensland Government expenditure for the Cape York 
region over the duration of the COAG trial was reported to be $132.5 million (Urbis Keys Young 
2006c, p. 8); and ATSIC reported expenditure of $54.76 million for the Cape York region in 2002-
2003 alone (ATSIC 2003, p. 16). Indicatively, total Commonwealth and State Government 
expenditure in the region of the South Australian COAG trial was estimated to be $59.4 million 
for 2001-2002 alone (Department of Family and Community Services 2002 as cited in South 
Australian Select Committee on the Pitjantjatjara Land Rights 2004, p. 62).  
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some signs that the Government’s rhetoric on agreement-making and partnership is not 

being matched by action” (ATSI SJC 2002, p. 39):  

The conclusion that I have drawn by examining available materials is that the 

Government is reluctant to enter into any relationships or agreement making 

that will in any way transform the power relationship with Indigenous people, 

reduce the level of government control or result in significant institutional 

change (ATSI SJC 2002, p. 40) (my emphasis).  

Commissioner Jonas formed the view the Howard Government’s political resistance to 

Indigenous self-determination and self-government was impeding effective partnerships 

and thus, effective service delivery. He wrote:  

Ultimately trials and models such as the COAG whole-of-government 

initiative and the ATSIC CPAs may further require recognition that extensive 

participation by Indigenous peoples and partnership with government in 

regard to governance and capacity-building cannot be countenanced without 

consideration of the dimension of self-determination and self-government 

(ATSI SJC 2002, p. 70). 

Commissioner Jonas’ proposition is that program failure and the consequential lack of 

socioeconomic improvements from public expenditure may be linked to the ideological 

resistance to Indigenous self-determination. This analysis provides some empirical support 

for the proposition.  

The theories of whole-of-government coordination and government-community 

partnerships were not applied well and therefore were not given a real opportunity to be 

tested. A critical question is whether the poor quality administration is a reflection of the 

substantial barriers presented by each theory or simply poor public management. The 

evidence points to the latter. In its Strategic Review of Indigenous Expenditure conducted in 

2009, the Department of Finance and Deregulation stated:  
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The key challenge from this point lies not so much in further policy 

development as in effective implementation and delivery (Department of 

Finance and Deregulation 2010, p. 11).  

Further, Patrick Sullivan (2005), then Visiting Research Fellow at the Australian Institute of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, argued there are formidable cultural barriers 

preventing governments from reviewing their own performance in the Indigenous affairs 

system:  

The problems on the Indigenous side of the development equation are 

immensely complex. Equally, they are well known, well-studied, and there is 

an increasing body of experience in dealing with them, not least among 

Indigenous organisations themselves. The problems on the non-Indigenous 

side, in contrast, are not well understood and have been little studied in 

Australia (but see Hunt 2005). Although they require urgent attention, they 

are subject to resistance by both politicians and managers because of the 

extreme sensitivity of Indigenous disadvantage in a country struggling to 

build its sense of national identity. This may prove an unsurmountable 

obstacle to the necessary introspection the Australian Public Service requires 

at this crucial juncture … (Sullivan 2005, p. 17).  

As highlighted in the literature review, these issues are not new nor confined to the 

Indigenous affairs context. The phenomena of ‘departmentalism’ operates to undermine 

wider government policy objectives in Australia and internationally. According to the inside 

cover of Lloyd and Troy’s book, Innovation and Reaction: The life and death of the Federal 

Department of Urban and Regional Development (1981), the book “reveals the day-to-day 

limits of ministerial responsibility and the shibboleth of the Westminster system” and 

“exposes the myth of the bureaucracy as a neutral servant, value-free and apolitical” (Lloyd 

and Troy 1981, inside cover). Lloyd and Troy (1981) conclude that it is not just the 

bureaucracy that has to reflect on its quality of public management:  

The strongest impression that emerges from this account is that reforming 

governments must be clearer about the constraints they face in 
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implementing their policies and they must be more determined to overcome 

them. Without this clarity and resolution it is easy to see the administrative 

difficulties in implementing reform policies and the questioning which the 

bureaucracy must subject any new proposal to as obstruction and 

obfuscation. We do not mean by this there is no need for basic reforms in 

the bureaucracy nor do we intend to imply that there are no limits to social 

reform generally.  

We do conclude, however, that if reforming governments are clearer in their 

understanding of how to take control of the machinery of government and 

shape it to their own ends for achieving their policies, then they are more 

likely to be able to identify the necessary bureaucratic reforms and to 

successfully carry them through.  

Before they can undertake reforms they have to know what they are trying 

to achieve. They have to understand that the bureaucracy can be part of the 

problem, that it is not a neutral instrument and that ignorance by reforming 

governments of the strengths and weaknesses of the bureaucracy plays into 

the hands of reaction. Moreover, with a clearer understanding and greater 

resolve, reforming governments are more likely to be able to identify the 

limits to general social reform and to respond accordingly (Lloyd and Troy 

1981, pp. 266-267).  

The next chapter appraises the quality of the evaluation program of the COAG Trials Project.  
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TIMELINE: IMPLEMENTATION  

DATE  EVENT  

3 Nov 2000  COAG Communiqué endorses ‘reconciliation framework’  

8 Jun 2001 COAG Communiqué reiterates commitment to ‘reconciliation 
framework’  

5 Apr 2002  COAG Communiqué announces a series of whole-of-government 
trials to be undertaken in partnership with Indigenous communities, 
with all trials to be announced by mid-2002.   

25 September 2002 Queensland trial announced 
 

November 2002 Commonwealth Government announces a review of ATSIC 

19 November 2002   Northern Territory trial announced 
 

February 2003 The COAG Trials Project’s secretariat publishes a “Performance 
Monitoring and Evaluation’ Framework for the trials.  

25 February 2003 Minister Ruddock additionally directs the ATSIC Review Panel, “…to 
give particular attention to the structure of the relationship between 
the government and the Commission. This should include the 
adequacy of the Minister’s powers and the merits of a possible 
Ministerial veto power in relation to specific ATSIC decisions.” 

17 April 2003  ATSIC’s financial decisions are reassigned to a new public service 
executive agency called Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Services 
(ATSIS). The Commonwealth Government described it, “as an 
interim measure pending the outcomes of the review of ATSIC” 
(ATSI SJC 2004, p. 2).  

22 May 2003 South Australia trial announced 
 

2 July 2003  
 

Western Australia trial announced 

30 July 2003 Victoria trial announced 
 

28 August 2003 Tasmania trial announced 
 

1 September 2003 New South Wales trial announced 
 

15 April 2004 Australian Capital Territory trial announced  
 
Prime Minister John Howard and Senator Amanda Vanstone 
announce the abolition of ATSIC  

Continued next page 
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30 June 2004 The COAG Trials Project secretariat the ICCT is terminated and 
responsibility for the trials is transferred to the new local Indigenous 
Coordination Centre.  
 
More than $1billion of former ATSIC/ATSIS programmes are 
transferred to mainstream Australian Government agencies and 
some 1300 staff commenced work in their new Departments. 

July 2004  The budget for the COAG Trials Project’s Flexible Funding Pool was 
increased in 2004-05 from $3 million to $17.8 million under new 
program guidelines by the new OIPC based in DIMIA. 

26 Jan 2007 Dr Shergold awarded Companion of the Order of Australia for 
service to the community as a significant leader of changes and 
innovation in the public sector, particularly through the 
development and implementation of a whole of government 
approach to policy development and program delivery. 

23 Feb 2007 Minister Brough ceases COAG Trials Project and publicly releases 
Synopsis Review and the evaluation reports of the eight trial sites. 

21 Jun 2007 Prime Minister Howard & Minister Brough press conference 
announcing NT Intervention  

14 Oct 2007 PM Howard announces date for next Commonwealth elections  
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CHAPTER 5: EVALUATION  

 

The quality of the evaluation program of the COAG Trials Project is appraised in this chapter. 

There are two levels of appraisal: 1) the trial site-level, and 2) the national project-level. At 

the trial site-level, the quality of each evaluation’s findings about the progress in achieving 

the Project’s two aims is appraised. At the national project-level, the appraisal involves a 

descriptive account of how the evaluation strategy for the COAG Project evolved over time, 

with some reflection against recognised best practice standards.  

Part A: Quality of the evaluations’ findings of WOGC and GCP  

The focus of this part is on the quality of the evaluations’ findings about the degree of 

achievement of COAG’s two aims at each trial site. The appraisal investigates how each 

evaluation assesses whether the trial-site achieved a whole-of-government approach and 

whether the relationship between government and community for the trial-site was a 

partnership in the sense intended by COAG.  

The finding for each aim is rated as good, satisfactory, or poor quality according to the scale 

in Table 28. See Chapter 2: Research Method of this thesis for a full explanation of the 

methodology.  
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Table 28: Rating criteria for the quality of findings of the WOGC and the GCP  

 

RATING 

 

CRITERIA   

Poor The evaluation findings exhibit standards less than a Satisfactory rating. 

 

Satisfactory 

 

The evaluation findings;  

 

1) Acknowledge WOGC and GCP as the aims for the overall COAG Trials 

Project, the specific trial site and a focus for evaluative appraisal;1  

 

2) Define and breakdown WOGC and GCP into a discrete set of key 

characteristics (reflecting existing knowledge) as the basis for evaluative 

appraisal;2 and  

 

3) Are supported by study evidence, ‘make sense’/have a coherent logic, 

resonate with other experience and are corroborated.3  

 

Good 

 

The evaluation findings exhibit a Satisfactory rating plus the findings:  

 

4) Findings are set in the context of existing knowledge, for example, 

through a literature review, with a clear discussion of their contribution 

to existing knowledge including the limitations of the conclusions;4 and  

 

5) Discusses what can be generalised from the findings to other situations, 

such as drawing lessons learned, with a detailed description of the 

sample context to demonstrate applicability to other situations, including 

the limitations of the wider inferences.5   

 
The appraisal starts with the evaluation of the Queensland COAG trial.   

                                                             
1
 This criterion aligns with Appraisal Question No. 3, which asks, “How well does the evaluation 

address its original aims and purpose?”  
2
 This criterion aligns with Appraisal Question No. 5, which asks, “How clear is the basis of 

evaluative appraisal?”  
3
 This criterion aligns with Appraisal Question No. 1, which asks, “How credible are the findings?” 

4
 This criterion aligns with Appraisal Question No. 2, which asks, “How has 

knowledge/understanding been extended by the research?”  
5
 This criterion aligns with Appraisal Question No. 4, which asks, “Scope for drawing inference – 

how well is this explained?”  
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Queensland 

 

The national consulting firm Urbis Keys Young conducted the evaluation of the Queensland 

COAG trial, dated 9 October 2006 (Urbis Keys Young 2006c).  

Whole-of-government coordination (WOGC)  

The evaluation’s findings:  

• Do not explicitly acknowledge that WOGC was a pivotal aim of the overall Project or 

the trial; and do not explicitly state the degree of achievement of WOGC was a focus 

of evaluative appraisal;  

• Do not define or breakdown WOGC into a discrete set of key characteristics for 

evaluative appraisal;  

• Use study evidence to demonstrate there was some general interagency and inter-

governmental interaction rather than to support an assessment of progress towards 

WOGC, and do not present an overall conclusion about the degree of achievement 

of WOGC by the trial;   

• Do not define or set WOGC in the context of existing knowledge; and  

• Of lessons learnt are not accompanied with a detailed discussion of how they were 

derived from the context and how they may be applicable to other situations.  

While not drawing its own explicit overall conclusion about the trial’s progress, the 

evaluation paraphrased some evidence that it collected;  

…it was noted that the Trial did not involve any breakthrough in terms of the 

‘silos’ within which each government agency operates. There was no 

progress, for example, towards joint contracts or an integrated approach to 

funding; these remain major barriers on the road to effective collaboration 

and coordination (Urbis Keys Young 2006c, p. 26). 
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The evaluation makes only two specific references related to WOGC. First, it quotes an 

unnamed senior Commonwealth government official who stated, “‘The Trial did move us 

further down the whole-of-government track” (Urbis Keys Young 2006c, p. 16). The lack of 

attribution and that it cites only one government official tends to undermine the credibility 

of this claim as a reliable conclusion for the overall trial.  

Second, a footnote in the report remarks, “Several of those consulted made the point that it 

was by no means an easy task for a lead agency like DEWR to take on a role as facilitator of 

a whole-of-government approach” (Urbis Keys Young 2006c, p. 26). These two references to 

WOGC are simplistic, not supported with a discussion of the evidence and do not add new 

knowledge.  

Overall, the evaluation findings do not correctly state the original aims and purpose, the 

basis of evaluative appraisal is unclear and the supporting evidence presents descriptions of 

general government coordination in effect as a proxy for an evaluative assessment of the 

trial’s progress towards the higher order aim of WOGC. The evaluation findings of the 

Queensland trial’s progress towards WOGC are rated poor.  

Government-community partnership (GCP)  

The evaluation’s findings:  

• Acknowledge that a GCP was a pivotal aim of the overall Project (Urbis Keys Young 

2006c, p. 1) and the trial (p. 9) but do not state that determining the degree of 

achievement of a GCP was a focus of evaluative appraisal;  

• Do not define or breakdown GCP into a discrete set of key characteristics for 

evaluative appraisal but do consider some relevant characteristics;  

• Use study evidence to demonstrate there was some government and community 

interaction but did not analyse it against the intended functions of a GCP, and do 
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not present an overall conclusion about the degree of achievement of GCP by the 

trial;  

• Do not define or set GCPs in the context of existing knowledge; and  

• Of lessons learnt are not accompanied with a detailed discussion of how they were 

derived from the context and how they may be applicable to other situations.  

Indicatively, the evaluation states, “…it is difficult to know to what extent there was active 

community involvement in determining the priorities” because the study team was given 

access to only “limited documentation” (Urbis Keys Young 2006c, p. 13). In this respect, the 

evaluation should have highlighted that a framework/partnership agreement was not 

successfully negotiated for the trial. It makes no reference to this and there is no discussion 

of the implications of the failure for the trial’s potential to achieve the aim of a GCP.  

Overall, the evaluation findings partly address the original aims and purpose, the basis of 

evaluative appraisal is unclear and the supporting evidence presents unconvincing 

descriptions of some government and community interactions as progress towards the 

higher-order aim of GCP. For example, the evaluation cites the three SRA’s that were signed 

during the trial as indications of the government and community working together. 

However, it does not adjudge whether the three SRA’s exemplified the key characteristics of 

a GCP. Illustratively, the evaluation makes the following statement but does not conclude 

that the outcome was inconsistent with the desired practical functions of a GCP:  

Some of the stakeholders consulted believed that the early SRAs, even if 

‘light on content’, had an important symbolic role in reflecting the concept of 

shared objectives and commitment (Urbis Keys Young 2006c, p. 19).  

Alternatively, these interactions could have been interpreted as demonstrative of the failure 

to achieve the aim. The evaluation findings of the Queensland trial’s progress towards a GCP 

are rated poor.   
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Northern Territory 

 

Bill Gray AM, a former senior Commonwealth public servant, conducted the evaluation of 

the Northern Territory COAG trial dated 25 May 2006 (Gray 2006).  

Whole-of-government coordination (WOGC)  

The evaluation’s findings:  

• Acknowledge that WOGC was a pivotal aim of the overall Project (Gray 2006, p. 1) 

and the trial (p. 4) but do not explicitly state that the degree of achievement of 

WOGC was a key focus for evaluative appraisal;  

• Breakdown WOGC into a discrete set of five key characteristics for evaluative 

appraisal (Gray 2006, pp. 9-10);6  

• Are supported by study evidence and have a coherent logic against the aim, and do 

not present an overall conclusion about the degree of achievement of WOGC by the 

trial;  

• Do not clearly define or set WOGC in the context of existing knowledge; and  

• Of lessons learnt are derived from specific circumstances and are generally confined 

to lessons for the future work of the trial rather than as lessons to be applied in 

other circumstances (Gray 2006, p. 14) 

Overall, the evaluation’s findings on the Northern Territory trial’s progress towards WOGC 

are rated satisfactory quality because it acknowledges WOGC as a pivotal aim of the Project 

and the trial, and its consideration of five key characteristics, which were analysed 

convincingly with supporting evidence, contribute to a fuller evaluative appraisal of this aim. 

The evaluation does not highlight that WOGC was not referred to in the trial’s framework 

                                                             
6
 The breakdown of WOGC into five characteristics is not referenced but appears to be based on 

the personal knowledge of the evaluator, Bill Gray AM, a former senior Commonwealth public 
servant familiar with the concept.  
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agreement or consider whether this contributed to the lack of focus on WOGC during 

implementation. A good quality rating would have been achieved if: WOGC was stated to be 

a focus for evaluative appraisal; there was some discussion of the findings with reference to 

existing knowledge; and an overall conclusion was drawn to the degree of achievement of 

this aim.  

Government-community partnership (GCP)  

The evaluation’s findings:  

• Acknowledge that a GCP was a pivotal aim of the overall Project (Gray 2006, p. 1) 

and the trial (p. 9) but do not state the degree of achievement of a GCP was a focus 

of evaluative appraisal;  

• Do not define or breakdown GCP into a discrete set of key characteristics reflecting 

existing knowledge but they establish relevant provisions in the trial’s framework 

agreement as the terms of the partnership for evaluative appraisal (p. 4);  

• Use study evidence convincingly to analyse the implementation of the key 

provisions in the framework agreement as a measure of the partnership, and do not 

present an overall conclusion about the degree of achievement of GCP by the trial;  

• Do not define or set GCPs in the context of existing knowledge; and 

• Of lessons learnt are derived from specific circumstances and are generally confined 

to lessons for the trial rather than as lessons to be applied in other circumstances 

(Gray 2006, p. 14).  

The evaluation makes several findings, with supporting evidence, that indicate a GCP was 

not achieved. For example, it found the trial’s steering committee (TSC) had ceased 

functioning for most of 2004, had “lost focus”, and had degenerated into an “information-

sharing exercise” (Gray 2006, pp. 5 & 15). It also found communication between the 
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partners was “extremely poor” (p. 7) and the partners were operating with “differing 

expectations” (p. 11).  

Overall, the Northern Territory evaluation findings partly address the original aims and 

purpose. It did not breakdown the concept of a GCP into several key characteristics for 

analysis, as it had done for WOGC. The basis of evaluative appraisal is the degree of 

implementation of the terms of the framework agreement but it does not assess whether 

the terms themselves were sufficient to establish the necessary structural and cultural 

administrative conditions for the intended type of GCP. It used supporting evidence well to 

credibly demonstrate that the trial’s GCP as defined by the framework agreement was not 

implemented well. A rating of satisfactory has been given because the reader is left with a 

credible overall impression of the nature of the government and community partnership 

during the trial despite not being weighed against recognised best practice.   
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South Australia 

 

The national consulting firm Urbis Keys Young conducted the evaluation of the South 

Australian COAG trial, dated March 2006 (Urbis Keys Young 2006d).  

Whole-of-government coordination (WOGC)  

The evaluation findings:  

• Do not explicitly acknowledge that WOGC was a pivotal aim of the overall Project or 

the trial, and do not explicitly state the degree of achievement of WOGC in the trial 

was a focus of evaluative appraisal;  

• Do not define or breakdown WOGC into a discrete set of key characteristics for 

evaluative appraisal but do consider some relevant characteristics;  

• Use study evidence to present basic descriptions of the joint structures that were 

responsible for WOGC and some stakeholder views about how they performed but 

did not evaluate their configuration or operation against the intended functions of 

WOGC, and do not present an overall conclusion about the degree of achievement 

of WOGC by the trial;  

• Do not clearly define or set WOGC in the context of existing knowledge though it 

states simply, without further discussion, “Funding of projects and services is 

traditionally difficult to approach on a whole-of-government basis” (Urbis Keys 

Young 2006d, p. ii); and  

• Of lessons learned are not accompanied with a detailed discussion of how they were 

derived from the context and how they may be applicable to other situations.  

It was highlighted in the evaluation that the South Australian Government sought to adopt 

WOGC as the approach for its services in the AP Lands. The South Australian Government’s 

decision to replace DAARe with DPC-SA as the lead agency early in the trial is presented as 
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evidence of this intent but it was noted that the South Australian Government “has not 

presented this as an aspect of the COAG Trial” (Urbis Keys Young 2006d, p. 14). According to 

the evaluation, the establishment of OIPC in mid-2004 was “seen by some observers as 

having strengthened a whole-of-government approach on the part of the Commonwealth” 

(Urbis Keys Young 2006d, p. 13) however no evidence was provided to support this 

observation.  

The evaluation also presents descriptions of two key projects that the lead agency DoHA 

pursued. Both projects pre-existed the COAG trial and there are questions whether one of 

them can be credibly attributed to the COAG trial. The other demonstrated numerous 

government agencies were involved but there is no evidence that a new type of whole-of-

government coordination was applied.  

Overall, the evaluation findings do not include a correct statement of the aims and purpose, 

the basis of evaluative appraisal is unclear and the supporting evidence presents 

descriptions of general government coordination, as opposed to WOGC, without 

acknowledging the differences. A poor rating has been given.  

Government-community partnership (GCP)  

The evaluation findings:  

 Acknowledge that a GCP was a pivotal aim of the Project and the trial (Urbis Keys 

Young 2006d, p. 1) but do not state that determining the degree of achievement of 

a GCP was a focus of evaluative appraisal;  

 Do not define or breakdown GCP into a discrete set of key characteristics for 

evaluative appraisal but do consider some relevant characteristics;  

 Use study evidence to demonstrate there was some government and community 

interaction during the trial but do not emphasise that the interactions were in the 

old consultative paradigm rather than in the nature of COAG’s intended type of 
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GCP, and do not present an overall conclusion about the degree of achievement of 

GCP by the trial;  

 Do not define or set GCPs in the context of existing knowledge; and  

 Of lessons learned are not accompanied with a detailed discussion of how they 

were derived from the context and how they may be applicable to other situations 

(Urbis Keys Young 2006d, p. 17).  

While not presenting its own overall conclusion, the evaluation makes several findings, with 

some supporting evidence, which infer a GCP was not achieved. For example, it reported 

that a framework agreement for the trial was drafted and signed by the Commonwealth and 

State Governments but the Aboriginal partners did not sign (Urbis Keys Young 2006d, p. 14). 

Therefore, there was no overarching framework/partnership agreement for the trial but the 

evaluation does not discuss the implications of this failure for the achievement of a GCP.  

Further, it is reported in the evaluation that during 2003 and 2004, the AP Lands Council 

“experienced a number of problems which limited its capacity to work effectively on the 

Trial with the government partners” (Urbis Keys Young 2006d, p. 1). It appears the 

evaluators were inferring that the alleged problems in the Lands Council were the reason 

for the lack of a government-community partnership in the first two years of the trial. No 

further detail is presented about the ‘problems’, which tends to undermine the credibility of 

the inference.  

According to the evaluation, a potential replacement Aboriginal partner was established in 

the latter stages of the trial in the form of a new regional forum, Tjungungku Kuranyukuta 

Palyantjaku (the TKP). The TKP was comprised of administrators of some of the relevant 

Aboriginal organisations, and some Commonwealth and State Government officials. The 

new forum had “inaugurated a period of more effective government/community/service 

provider relationships”, although the evaluators cautioned, “the TKP’s role and mode of 
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operation are still evolving” (Urbis Keys Young 2006d, pp. i-ii). It also found, “there is some 

concern among community organisations that Government members tend to dominate the 

TKP agenda and proceedings” (Urbis Keys Young 2006d, pp. i-ii). The linkages between the 

TKP and the COAG trial were tenuous (Urbis Keys Young, 2006d, p. 7).  

Overall, the evaluation findings partly address the original aims and purpose, the basis of 

evaluative appraisal is unclear and the supporting evidence only serves to demonstrate 

there was some government and community interaction during the trial. The evaluators 

made several findings, which collectively may be interpreted to indicate a GCP was not 

formed but do not emphasise the interactions were in the old consultative paradigm rather 

than in the nature of COAG’s intended type of GCP. For these reasons, the evaluation 

findings in relation to the aim for a GCP are rated poor quality. 
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Western Australia 

 

Quantum Consulting Australia and Nyaarla Projects conducted the evaluation of the 

Western Australian COAG trial, dated 14 September 2006 (Quantum and Nyaarla 2006).  

Whole-of-government coordination (WOGC)  

The evaluation findings:  

• Do not explicitly acknowledge that WOGC was a pivotal aim of the overall Project or 

the trial, and do not explicitly state the degree of achievement of WOGC in the trial 

was a focus for evaluative appraisal;  

• Breakdown WOGC into a discrete set of key characteristics for evaluative appraisal 

(Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, pp. 13-19);  

• Are supported by study evidence and have a coherent logic, and do not present an 

overall conclusion about the degree of achievement of WOGC by the trial;  

• Do not clearly define or set WOGC in the context of existing knowledge; and  

• Of lessons learned are accompanied with a detailed discussion of how they were 

derived from the contexts (Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, pp. 33-40).  

The evaluation incorrectly described the aim as government coordination rather than 

WOGC. It stated:  

A key part of the COAG trial approach is the delivery of government services 

in a coordinated and flexible way, and some progress has been made in 

enhancing coordination between government agencies during the trial 

(Quantum & Nyaarla 2006, p. 2). 

It found the Commonwealth and State Government officials, and community 

representatives, did not have “for a period of time … a clear understanding of how the 

concept of a ‘whole of government’ approach was to be operationalised within the trial 
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site” (Quantum & Nyaarla 2006, p. 41). The evaluation dedicated a section of the report to 

analyse seven key characteristics under the broadly-stated heading “Working Together” 

(Quantum & Nyaarla 2006, pp. 13-19). They are: 1) clearly articulated shared goals and 

objectives; 2) shared understanding of Indigenous needs; 3) program logic/theory of action; 

4) agreed resource allocations; 5) clear roles and responsibilities; 6) benchmarking; and 7) 

joint decision-making.  

Beneficially, the evaluation applied WOGC standards for assessing these characteristics. For 

example, under the key characteristic of ‘clearly articulated shared goals and objectives’, 

the evaluation reported several mechanisms were attempted to achieve this including: the 

commissioning of the Munjurla Scoping Study and the development of the associated draft 

Joint Action Plan; and the development of a 100-Day Plan in the latter stages of the trial. 

The evidence suggests none were effective in achieving this key characteristic for the trial 

but the evaluation appeared reluctant to make an explicit finding in this regard.  

Further, in regards to ‘agreed resource allocations’, the evaluation found there was no 

“’umbrella’ agreement on resource allocation arrangements in relation to the trial site” 

(Quantum & Nyaarla 2006, p. 16). An umbrella agreement is a strong indication of WOGC. In 

another key characteristic, the evaluation considered a ‘program logic/theory of action’ that 

was developed for the trial (Quantum & Nyaarla 2006, pp. 14-16). This infers the 

introduction of a new holistic strategy for the trial, which would not be necessary for the 

less comprehensive types of government-coordination.  

Finally, under the characteristic of ‘joint decision-making’ the evaluation reported there 

were several pre-existing interagency committees within and across Commonwealth and 

State Governments with responsibility for the issues of the trial region but found these were 

information-sharing forums and were “not intended to be joint-decision mechanisms” 

(Quantum & Nyaarla 2006, p. 18).  
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Overall, while the evaluation did not set out clearly that WOGC was a pivotal aim of the 

Project, the trial and a focus of evaluative appraisal, it nevertheless proceeded along these 

lines. The analysis of the seven key characteristics used study evidence well to assist the 

reader to get an overall impression of how whole-of-government coordination was 

implemented by the trial. However, it did not draw on the WOGC literature to explore why 

the trial failed to implement the key characteristics and produce the desired socioeconomic 

improvements. For these reasons, the evaluation’s findings on the trial’s progress towards 

WOGC are rated satisfactory.  

Government-community partnership (GCP)  

The evaluation findings:  

 Acknowledge that a GCP was a pivotal aim of the Project and the trial (p. 6), and 

state that determining the degree of achievement of a GCP was a focus of 

evaluative appraisal (Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, p. 1);  

 Do not breakdown GCP into a discrete set of key characteristics reflecting existing 

knowledge for evaluative appraisal but consider some related characteristics 

(Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, pp. 19-21);  

 Use study evidence to describe some characteristics of the government and 

community interactions, and present an overall conclusion about the degree of 

achievement of GCP by the trial (Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, p. 3);  

 Do not define or set GCPs in the context of existing knowledge; and  

 Of lessons learned are accompanied with a discussion of how they were derived 

from the contexts (Quantum and Nyaarla 2006, pp. 33-40).  

The evaluation infers a GCP for the trial was formed in-principle at a preliminary big meeting 

of stakeholders and the lead agencies prepared a draft framework agreement following the 

meeting but the partners did not sign it (Quantum & Nyaarla 2006, p. 11). The evaluation 
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does not discuss the ramifications of the failure to formalise the agreement for the on-going 

implementation of the GCP.  

The evaluation dedicated a section of the report to consider the quality of the trial’s GCP 

and divided the concept into a number of characteristics, as it had done for WOGC. The four 

characteristics employed by the evaluation report were:  

1. The extent of partnership built between government and community 

partners and how this is affecting the operation of the trial and 

community outcomes.  

2. How well the concept of shared responsibility has been understood and 

adopted by both governments and communities and how Shared 

Responsibility Agreements have worked.  

3. Whether governments have delivered on their 

commitments/undertakings and whether community has delivered on 

its commitments/undertakings.  

4. The extent of understanding of and support for the trial within the 

broader Indigenous community and how this has been demonstrated 

and the extent to which the new Indigenous affairs arrangements are 

understood and/or accepted by the communities. (Quantum & Nyaarla 

2006, pp. 19-21)  

Unlike the evaluation’s assessment of WOGC, these four characteristics are not reflective of 

the best practice literature.7 For example, notably absent is a more precise focus on some of 

the key qualities of the partnership such as protocols for shared power arrangements, skills 

training and nurturing of trust.  

Further, it is difficult to assign a weight of credibility to the evaluative appraisal of these four 

characteristics. For example, in relation to the first characteristic listed above, the 

evaluation found that a “number of efforts have been made during the trial to improve 

                                                             
7
 The key characteristics for government-community partnerships are listed in Chapter 4: 

Implementation, Part A, p. 224.  
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partnerships between governments and the trial communities” and cited three mechanisms 

employed by the trial (Quantum & Nyaarla 2006, p. 19). It very briefly described each 

mechanism but it did not carefully analyse or describe how the three mechanisms 

functioned to further the aim of a GCP.  

The first mechanism described was the establishment of the Regional Reference Group, 

which was comprised of senior Commonwealth, State and local government officials and 

community representatives. The evaluation found it was “a key step towards partnership 

building” however, it neglected to qualify this finding with the fact that the full Regional 

Reference Group only met twice over the duration of the trial (Quantum & Nyaarla 2006, p. 

3). This qualification would have had serious ramifications for the quality of the overall 

partnership.8  

The second mechanism described was the establishment of a ‘Place Management Team’, 

which was comprised of two temporary Commonwealth Government Coordinators based in 

Halls Creek and a State Government Place Manager based in Perth. The evaluation found 

the “officers provide an important linkage between government agencies and the four 

communities” and “further enhances this partnership building” (Quantum & Nyaarla 2006, p. 

3). The evaluation does not qualify the finding by acknowledging the Team was established 

in the latter stages of the trial, in January 2005 (Quantum & Nyaarla 2006, p. 12). Nor does it 

provide any examples of how the Team ‘enhanced’ the partnership.  

The third mechanism described was the eleven SRAs that had been successfully negotiated 

over the duration of the trial. The SRAs cannot be viewed as a GCP in the sense COAG 

originally intended. For example, each SRA focused on a “single issue” and only the 

Commonwealth Government was a signatory. At best, they were short-term agreements 

rather than exemplary of a sustainable partnership.  

                                                             
8
 For more detail, see: Appendix: Analysis of Implementation – Western Australia – Part B – Joint 

steering committee.  
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Overall, the evaluation’s findings correctly stated the aims and purpose. There was a 

breakdown of some related characteristics and study evidence was applied to analyse them 

but the basis of evaluative appraisal was not directed at assessing the quality of the 

partnership. It was limited to a description of structures without analysis. The lessons 

learned were supported with context however it did not draw upon the existing knowledge 

to put the findings in context. A poor rating has been given.   
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Tasmania 

 

Hobart-based consultant Roy Pugh conducted the evaluation of the Tasmanian COAG trial, 

undated (Pugh 2006).  

Whole-of-government coordination (WOGC)  

The evaluation’s findings:  

• Acknowledge WOGC was a pivotal aim of the overall Project (Pugh 2006, p. 11) and 

the trial  (Pugh 2006, pp. 41, 52 and 70) but do not state the degree of achievement 

of WOGC was a focus of evaluative appraisal;  

• Defined WOGC, albeit in one sentence (p. 13), but do not breakdown WOGC into a 

discrete set of key characteristics for evaluative appraisal and instead consider some 

relevant characteristics;  

• Use study evidence to present basic descriptions of the joint structures that were 

responsible for WOGC and some stakeholder views about how they performed but 

did not evaluate their configuration or operation against the intended functions of 

WOGC, and do not present an overall conclusion about the degree of achievement 

of WOGC by the trial;  

• Do not set WOGC in the context of existing knowledge; and  

• Of lessons learned were presented as summary boxes at the end of most sections of 

the report. They reflected the context from which they were drawn. They were not 

intended to be wider inferences for application in other circumstances but rather 

indications of what should occur in the trial following the evaluation.  

The evaluation found there were two intergovernmental committees established for the 

Tasmanian trial; the Lead Agency Forum (LAF) and the Inter-Governmental Coordinating 

Committee (IGCC). It also found the trial had established “stronger, more cooperative 
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Commonwealth/State working relationships” (Pugh 2006, p. 9). However, specific examples 

or explanations about how it was concluded there were “stronger, more cooperative” 

relationships against the intended functions of a whole-of-government approach are not 

provided.  

The focus of the assessment is on the lesser concept of “improving inter-governmental 

coordination” (Pugh 2006, pp. 51-52). There is no evidence that either the LAF or the IGCC 

had developed a strategy for a whole-of-government approach for the trial though it was 

found this was an “essential goal” for the IGCC:  

One essential goal of IGCC is to develop a coordinated strategic approach to 

build upon and continue the achievements of the COAG Trial, particularly 

because there is growing response by the Aboriginal community to be 

involved. The impetus is to progress a strategy building process that 

demonstrates whole of government and whole of community reciprocal 

effort (Pugh 2006, p. 52).  

The evaluators describe the governmental structures that were established to implement a 

whole-of-government approach under the New Arrangements for Indigenous Affairs9 (pp. 

14-16). However, the effectiveness of the new structures in addressing family violence 

issues is not demonstrated or evaluated. The evaluators do not highlight that there was a 

lack of available data from the trial to enable such an assessment, nor do they refer to the 

literature to breakdown the concept of WOGC into its key characteristics for consideration 

against the progress of the trial. They recommended the next stage of the trial develop “a 

new coordinated whole of government and whole of community strategic approach” (Pugh 

2006, p. 71).  

                                                             
9
 The evaluation of the NSW trial stated that comment on the New Arrangements for Indigenous 

Affairs was not within the scope of the evaluation’s terms of reference (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, 
p. 16).  
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Overall, WOGC was acknowledged by the evaluation as a pivotal aim but it did not draw on 

the literature to breakdown the concept into a clear set of key characteristics upon which to 

evaluate the progress of the trial. A poor rating has been given.  

Government-community partnership (GCP)  

The evaluation findings:  

 Acknowledge a GCP was a pivotal aim of the Project and the trial (Pugh 2006, p. 2) 

but do not explicitly state that determining the degree of achievement of a GCP was 

a focus for evaluative appraisal;  

 Do not define or breakdown GCP into a discrete set of key characteristics for 

evaluative appraisal but do consider some relevant characteristics;  

 Use study evidence from several scenarios in the trial to analyse the quality of the 

interactions between the Governments and the community resulting with some 

insightful observations, particularly in the formative stage of the trial, and do not 

present an overall conclusion about the degree of achievement of GCP by the trial;   

 Do not define or set GCPs in the context of existing knowledge; and  

 Of lessons learned are accompanied with some discussion.  

In contrast to the evaluations of the other trial sites, the Tasmanian evaluation report paid 

greater attention to the cultural dimensions of the trial’s government-community 

partnership, particularly the quality of ‘trust’. This was a valuable measure of the quality of 

the trial’s partnerships at two-levels.  

First, the evaluation presented a detailed and frank description of the circumstances in the 

preliminary stages of the trial that led to the formation and, shortly thereafter, the 

breakdown of the partnership to oversee the trial between the Governments’ lead agencies 



422 
 

and the Aboriginal partners, the Indigenous Family Violence Aboriginal Advisory Committee 

(IFVAAC) (Pugh 2006, pp. 27-31). It found the communities’ distrust and disappointment of 

the partnership breakdown was still strongly felt in the concluding stages of the trial but it 

did not reflect on the circumstances of the early breakdown against the aim for a GCP or the 

consequences it had for the success of the overall trial.  

Second, the evaluation described some government and community interaction in several 

communities within the trial region, which occurred at the local level and presented this as 

evidence of partnership building. It reported that some of the local-level interactions 

involved discussions towards the signing of an SRA.10 Again, illustrative evidence related to 

the culture of the partnership was presented to highlight some inadequacies but it did not 

reflect on these interactions against the key characteristics of the intended  strategic-style 

partnership. There is some reference to the more technical public administration 

dimensions of partnerships woven through its descriptions.  

Overall, the evaluation findings partly address the original aims and purpose, and the basis 

of evaluative appraisal is incomplete, but the supporting evidence presents some valuable 

descriptions of the government-community interactions during the trial, particularly in 

elaborating some of the communities’ perspectives of various government actions. The 

descriptions provide an insight into the quality of the trial’s overall GCP. However, the 

evaluation fails to lean on the literature to benchmark the trial’s progress against the key 

characteristics of the COAG’s intentions for a GCP. It does not emphasise the interactions 

were in the old consultative paradigm rather than COAG’s intended type of GCP. A 

satisfactory has been given.  

  

                                                             
10

 It has been suggested earlier that the signing of an SRA was not the kind of strategic 
partnerships that COAG envisaged when it established the Trials Project.   
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New South Wales 

 

The national consulting firm Urbis Keys Young conducted the evaluation of the New South 

Wales COAG trial, dated 26 October 2006 (Urbis Keys Young 2006a). It is notable the 

evaluation report includes a compiled list of findings (only two out-of-eight evaluations did 

so).  

Whole-of-government coordination (WOGC)  

The evaluation’s findings:  

• Do not explicitly acknowledge that WOGC was a pivotal aim of the overall Project 

and the trial (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, pp. ii-iii) and do not explicitly state the degree 

of achievement of WOGC was a key focus for evaluative appraisal;  

• Do not define or breakdown WOGC into a discrete set of key characteristics for 

evaluative appraisal but do consider some relevant characteristics;  

• Use study evidence to present basic descriptions of the joint structures that were 

responsible for WOGC and some stakeholder views about how they performed but 

did not evaluate their configuration or operation against the intended functions of 

WOGC, and present an overall conclusion about the degree of achievement of 

WOGC by the trial (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, p. 16);  

• Do not define or set WOGC in the context of existing knowledge; and  

• Of lessons learned are accompanied with some discussion of how they were derived 

from the context.  

The executive summary of the evaluation report does not explicitly state WOGC was a 

pivotal aim for the trial and it does not draw an overall conclusion about the degree of 

achievement. Later in the report, a general finding about the trial’s overall degree of 
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achievement of WOGC is presented. There is also evidence presented that WOGC was not 

achieved:  

While substantial improvements were noted in communication/collaboration 

between governments, government stakeholders acknowledged that these 

gains were yet to translate into more sustained, flexible, whole of 

government approaches leading to improved service delivery, of the type 

envisaged by the COAG mandate in the establishment of the trials (Urbis 

Keys Young 2006a, p. 16).  

More specifically, the evaluation considered the trial’s progress against some of the key 

characteristics associated with WOGC. First, it reported that several structures were 

established during the trial “to promote coordination between government agencies 

working in Murdi Paaki” (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, pp. ii & 15). However, the evaluation’s 

analysis of the operations and effectiveness of these structures was scant and not measured 

against the functional standards intended from WOGC. For example, one of the structures 

was the Murdi Paaki Action Team, which was responsible for whole-of-government 

coordination. The evaluation stated, “Feedback from stakeholders indicated strong support 

for the work of the Action Team” and the stakeholders reported that it had “established 

strong relationships … across government agencies” (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, p. 15). The 

evaluation did not explain what was meant by “strong relationships”, such as through the 

provision of illustrative examples. Further, the evaluative appraisal did not consider the 

effectiveness of the Action Team in developing WOGC for the trial.  

Second, the evaluation presented some evidence about the lack of necessary cultural 

characteristics for WOGC. It reported:  

…stakeholder feedback indicates that continuing cultural change at virtually 

all levels of the bureaucracy was required if a whole-of-government 

approach was to be sustained (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, p. 29).  
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The reader is not provided with information about how the cultural change would occur. 

Interestingly the evaluation suggested that human services agencies were more amenable 

than economic and natural agencies to WOGC in this context (p. 29). Third, the evaluation 

concluded the difficulties the departments experienced were beyond their control:  

Most of those interviewed ascribed such difficulties to organisational and 

cultural barriers within bureaucracy, rather than anything directly associated 

with the Murdi Paaki COAG Trial (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, p. 26).  

The ‘organisational and cultural barriers within the bureaucracy’ were well-recognised and 

the target of reform. This statement appears to excuse the trial rather than evaluate the 

attempts to overcome them. For example, the evaluation did not report whether the 

government officials had undergone any training in whole-of-government approaches. 

Finally, the evaluation offered some potentially interesting albeit unsupported speculation 

that the Commonwealth departments were more amenable than State departments to 

whole-of-government approaches. It stated:  

Some feedback gathered by the study team suggests that non-lead Australian 

Government agencies have generally been more active around their 

responsibilities under the Trial than State agencies. The reasons for this were 

said to be twofold: first, because Commonwealth departments enjoy a much 

greater degree of discretion than State agencies in the allocation of funding 

(particularly at the regional and local level); and second, because State 

Government employees have a larger role in direct service provision, and 

that consequently greater organisational changes are required if State 

agencies are to properly address the needs of Indigenous people through 

improved service delivery (Urbis Keys Young 2006a. p. 22). 

Overall, the evaluation did not correctly address the original aims and purpose, it did not 

breakdown GCP into a discrete set of key characteristics though it considered some key 

characteristics related to WOGC. The basis of evaluative appraisal was largely against the 

standards of general government coordination as opposed to COAG’s intended WOGC. Its 
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use of supporting evidence was unconvincing. It compiled some findings and issued an 

overall conclusion about WOGC. A poor rating has been given.  

Government-community partnership (GCP)  

The evaluation findings:  

• Acknowledge that a GCP was a pivotal aim of the Project and the trial (Urbis Keys 

Young 2006a, p. 2) but do not explicitly state that determining the degree of 

achievement of a GCP was a focus for evaluative appraisal;  

• Do not define or breakdown GCP into a discrete set of key characteristics;  

• Use study evidence to present basic descriptions of the joint structures that were 

established to support a GCP and some stakeholder views about how well they 

performed but did not analyse their configuration or operation against the intended 

functions of a GCP, and do not present an overall conclusion about the degree of 

achievement of GCP by the trial;  

• Do not define or set GCPs in the context of existing knowledge; and  

• Of lessons learned are accompanied with some discussion of how they were derived 

from the context.  

Two important mechanisms established to facilitate a government-community partnership 

to govern the conduct of the trial, namely the signing of a framework agreement and the 

establishment of the Murdi Paaki COAG Trial Steering Group are highlighted in the 

evaluation report. Some description of the operation of these two mechanisms is presented 

but there is no analysis of them against the structural and cultural conditions necessary for 

the intended type of GCP. For example, the framework agreement clearly stipulates that it 

“provides a basis for cooperation and partnership between the community representatives 

and governments” (Harmer et al 2003, p. ii) but the evaluation does not highlight this 

strategically important provision.  
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Rather than assessing the qualities of the framework agreement and the trial Steering 

Committee, the evaluation pointed to the pre-existing Community Working Parties (CWPs) 

and their development of Community Action Plans (CAPs) as a “major step” in building 

partnerships at the local level (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, p. 23). It does not explain why it 

considered this to be a “major step”. According to the evaluation, it took practically the 

entire duration of the trial to implement a commitment to provide secretariat services to 

the CWPs and it took the entire duration of the trial to finalise the CAPs. It was highlighted 

earlier in this thesis that the CAPs essentially replicated the themes in the Murdi Paaki ATSIC 

Regional Plan 2003-2006, which had been developed in the same month as the NSW trial 

commenced.11 This infers a key outcome of the NSW trial was simply to duplicate the pre-

existing knowledge of the ATSIC Regional Plan rather than represent a “major step” in 

building partnerships.  

The signing of seventeen SRAs during the trial as a “as a means of bringing 

community/governments together to work in partnership” (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, p. iii) is 

highlighted in the evaluation report. However, this thesis has argued that the nature of SRAs 

was not the kind of partnership originally envisaged by COAG. The evaluation acknowledged 

that many of the SRAs dealt with “relatively small matters” and found “there had been an 

inclination to overuse SRAs” since the New Arrangements for Indigenous Affairs was 

announced (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, p. 20). It also stated SRAs were “thought to encourage 

project-based, ‘stop-start’ funding rather than long-term investment in communities and 

partnerships” (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, p. 20). Essentially, the SRAs did not result in an 

effective GCP.  

Finally, there is a finding that the Governments’ Joint Action Team had been “important in 

building trust” with the sixteen Community Working Parties (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, p. 17). 

                                                             
11

 See Chapter 4: Implementation, Part B, NSW, pp. 322-323. 
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Trust is an important characteristic of a GCP however the evidence relied upon to draw the 

finding is questionable because members of the Community Working Parties were not 

interviewed for the evaluation therefore it is difficult to understand the basis of this 

conclusion (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, p. 3).  

In summary, the evaluation partly addresses the aims and purpose, it simply describes some 

potentially relevant characteristics such as SRAs and CAPs and it makes generalised 

evaluative appraisals, which are not supported with evidence and a convincing argument. 

Overall, the features of the trial against the key characteristics that were understood at the 

time to be necessary for an effective government-community partnership are not 

considered. Nevertheless, a borderline satisfactory rating has been given.  
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Victoria 

 

A collaboration of consultants involving Morgan Disney & Associates Pty Ltd, Tracey 

Whetnall Consulting, and Ben Hodges (Wes Wei Consulting) conducted the evaluation of the 

Victorian COAG trial, dated July 2006 (Morgan Disney et al 2006a). It is notable the 

evaluation report includes a compiled list of key findings. 

Whole-of-government coordination (WOGC)  

The evaluation’s findings:  

• Acknowledge that whole-of-government coordination WOGC was a pivotal aim of 

the overall Project and the trial (Morgan Disney et al 2006a, p. 4) but do not 

explicitly state that the degree of achievement of WOGC by the trial was a focus for 

evaluative appraisal;  

• Do not define or breakdown WOGC into a discrete set of key characteristics for 

evaluative appraisal but do consider some relevant characteristics;  

• Use study evidence to present basic descriptions of the joint structures that were 

responsible for WOGC and some stakeholder views about how they performed but 

did not evaluate their configuration or operation against the intended functions of 

WOGC, and do not present an overall conclusion about the degree of achievement 

of WOGC by the trial;  

• Do not define or set WOGC in the context of existing knowledge; and  

• Of lessons learned are accompanied with some discussion of how they were derived 

from the context.  

In setting the context for the Victorian trial, a misleading impression of what the partners 

had agreed to as the “Objectives” for the trial is presented. Selective extracts of the trial’s 

agreed “Objectives” as stated in the framework agreement (Abbott et al 2003) are 
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presented but there is no declaration in the evaluation report that they are only partial and 

paraphrased extracts (Morgan Disney et al 2006a, p. 4). This is demonstrated in Table 29.  

Table 29: Comparison of the differences in the description of the agreed objectives for the Victorian 
COAG trial, as stated in the framework agreement versus the description in the evaluation of the 
Victorian COAG trial  

Objectives of trial as stated in the  
framework agreement12 

Objectives of trial as stated in the 
evaluation report13 

 

Building on and promoting the strength, 
assets and contributions of the Aboriginal 
community and its ability to shape the 
future and manage its own affairs;  
 

• promote and strengthen the ability of the 
Aboriginal community to manage its own 
affairs; 

Develop a strong and productive partnership 
between all levels of government and the 
Aboriginal community, whilst learning from 
a shared approach;  
 

• develop a good working relationship 
between the community and governments, 
and 
 

Changing the way governments work at all 
levels so that they can respond in a 
collaborative and holistic way to support 
community aspirations and approaches. 

• change the way that governments work 
with communities. 
 
 

 

For the purposes of this discussion, it is evident from the table that the originally agreed 

objective for whole-of-government coordination is misrepresented. Referring to the final 

row of Table 29, it is evident that three important elements, which collectively amount to a 

whole-of-government approach namely; “at all levels”, “collaborative and holistic way”, and 

“to support community aspirations and approaches”, were deleted for the evaluation 

report. The effect of the misrepresentation is to eliminate the focus on whether the 

governments at all levels worked collaboratively and holistically with each other to support 

community aspirations and approaches. Rather, these important characteristics are 

replaced with a simpler concern about the general way governments work with 

communities. This tends to undermine the credibility of the evaluation’s findings on WOGC, 

                                                             
12

 Abbott et al (2003), p. 1. 
13

 Morgan Disney et al (2006a), p. 4. 
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and more broadly, the public accountability of how effective the trial was in achieving this 

aim.  

While the evaluation inaccurately presented the agreed objective for a whole-of-

government approach, it nevertheless referred to the aim for a whole-of-government 

approach on several occasions in the body of the report. For example, it found a “key 

lesson” for governments from the trial was:  

Understanding the importance of holistic responses to Indigenous issues is 

an important first step in working with communities and that whole of 

government initiatives are important and not easy to achieve (Morgan 

Disney et al 2006a, p. 34). 

The key lesson from the evaluation is that WOGC is “important and not easy to achieve”. 

The key lesson does not present new knowledge. This was already well-understood by 

COAG as one of the premises for establishing the Trials Project. The same conclusion is 

drawn for the majority of the evaluation’s nineteen dot-point ‘lessons learned’ (Morgan 

Disney et al 2006a, pp. 7-8).  

The trial Steering Committee was found to be the key structure established by the trial for 

the governments to work together. It reported the Steering Committee had met on many 

occasions but concluded that it had not grasped the strategic challenges associated with a 

whole of government approach. It stated:  

The meeting minutes confirm that a range of topics and issues have been 

progressed over the past three years. However the minutes do not provide a 

sense of the meetings being as strategic as they could be or that issues 

related to new ways of working have been the subject of any substantial 

consideration by the Group. Being more strategic is one of the priorities the 

Group should give some attention to in the next phase (Morgan Disney et al 

2006a, pp. 22-23). 
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It is recommended the Steering Committee be “more strategic” but there is no elaboration 

on how this could be achieved. The report simply restated the already well-recognised 

necessity. Finally, it was recommended that all governments undertake a skills audit and 

provide training for staff in how to implement a whole-of-government approach (Morgan 

Disney et al 2006a, p. 41). The evaluation concluded broadly:  

A body of knowledge on whole of government initiatives and building 

partnerships has grown considerably over the past two years. The lessons 

from this Trial are confirmed in this body of evidence, especially the 

importance and relevance of building respectful and trusting relationships 

and agreeing on achievable outcomes together and taking time to allow this 

to evolve (p. 43).  

Overall, the evaluation did not correctly state the original aim and purpose. It did not 

present a discrete set of key characteristics of WOGC for evaluative appraisal though it 

considered some related characteristics. It uses study evidence to describe the structures 

that were established and broadly indicate that WOGC was not achieved. However, the 

basis of evaluative appraisal does not undertake a careful analysis of what attempts were 

made during the trial to overcome the challenges of WOGC. Its conclusions mostly restate 

generally the already well-recognised challenge confronting successful implementation. A 

poor rating has been given.  

Government-community partnership (GCP)  

The evaluation findings:  

 Acknowledge that a GCP was a pivotal aim of the Project and the trial (Morgan 

Disney et al 2006a, pp. 12 & 16) but do not explicitly state that determining the 

degree of achievement of a GCP was a focus for evaluative appraisal;  
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 Do not define or breakdown GCP into a discrete set of key characteristics reflecting 

existing knowledge but they consider relevant provisions in the trial’s framework 

agreement as the terms of the partnership for evaluative appraisal;  

 Use study evidence to present basic descriptions of the joint structures that were 

established to support a GCP and some stakeholder views about how well they 

performed but did not analyse their configuration or operation against the 

intended functions of a GCP, and do not present an overall conclusion about the 

degree of achievement of GCP by the trial;  

 Do not define or set GCPs in the context of existing knowledge though it 

acknowledges that there was a body of relevant literature that the partners should 

refer to for the next phase of the trial (Morgan Disney et al 2006a, p. 10); and  

 Of lessons learned are accompanied with some discussion of how they were 

derived from the context.  

In similar fashion to misrepresenting the objective for a whole-of-government approach, a 

misleading statement of the originally agreed objective for a government-community 

partnership is presented in the evaluation report. This is illustrated in the third row of Table 

29. Essentially, the agreed objective, which was to: “Develop a strong and productive 

partnership between all levels of government and the Aboriginal community” was 

substituted with the following statement, “develop a good working relationship between 

the community and governments” (Morgan Disney et al 2006a, p. 4). The substitution 

replaces the concept of ‘a strong and productive partnership’ with the vague and more 

elemental concept of ‘a good working relationship’. The misrepresentation of COAG’s 

original objective tends to undermine the credibility of the evaluation and more 

importantly, the public accountability of how well the trial achieved its aim.  
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There is no explicit statement that the evaluation was focused on assessing the quality of 

the GCP. Nevertheless, there are frequent references in the report to the Governments and 

communities as ‘partners’ and their relationship during the trial as a ‘partnership’. For 

example, it found the trial’s framework agreement was “basis of the partnership” (Morgan 

Disney et al 2006a, p. 16). It also found, “There is a need to increase the capacity of 

government officers to work in partnership” (Morgan Disney et al 2006a, p. 7). These are 

important key characteristics of a GCP.  

The trial’s progress against many of the commitments contained within the framework 

agreement are considered by the evaluation as a measure of performance (Morgan Disney 

et al 2006a, pp. 23-33). Fortunately, many of the commitments are similar in nature to the 

key characteristics of government-community partnerships that have been identified in this 

study. However, no overall conclusive findings were drawn about the degree of 

achievement of a government-community partnership by the trial. This may be due in part 

to the conflicting views from different government levels and community about the 

achievement of each commitment (Morgan Disney et al 2006a, p. 23). Compounding the 

difficulty for the evaluators to draw conclusive findings was the lack of performance 

monitoring data collected during the trial (Morgan Disney et al 2006a, p. 19).  

The evaluation reported that a trial Steering Group was established for the joint governance 

of the trial. It was comprised of Commonwealth and State Government officials, and 

Aboriginal representatives from the newly formed Aboriginal Community Facilitation Group 

(Morgan Disney et al 2006a, p. 4). The performance of the Steering Group was briefly 

referred to but the considerations were limited to presentation of some stakeholders’ views 

without analysis. For  example, it was reported, on the one hand, that some stakeholders 

cited concerns about government dominance over decision-making within the Steering 

Committee and, on the other hand, that “others believed some significant progress had 
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been made” (Morgan Disney et al 2006a, pp. 22). The considerations were relevant to a key 

characteristic of a government-community partnership, that is, the nature of the 

arrangements for the partners to share power for the governance of the trial. However, the 

findings were not set in this context and were inconclusive.  

Another key characteristic of GCPs was considered with a brief discussion of the “extent of 

involvement of the Aboriginal community in setting the objectives and priorities for the 

trial” (Morgan Disney et al 2006a, p. 20). However, the basis of evaluative appraisal is 

unclear and the use of study evidence was confusing. Similar to its approach for WOGC, the 

evaluation makes a number of recommendations, which simply restate the COAG Project’s 

original objective and pre-existing knowledge. For example, it recommended “above all” 

that attention is given to “relationship building” in the next phase of the trial (Morgan 

Disney et al 2006a, p. 8).  

The most recent research on integration and collaboration demonstrates 

very clearly that building positive relationships, respect and trust are 

fundamental to effective collaboration. This recent evidence confirms the 

importance of trust building, respectful relationships, and little room for 

blame or recriminations in whole of government and collaborative initiatives, 

including those attempted with local communities and groups (p. 10).  

Overall, the evaluation partly addressed the original aims and purpose, did not breakdown 

GCP into a discrete set of key characteristics reflecting best practice, but did analyse the 

implementation of some provisions of the framework agreement as a measure of the 

partnership. It used study evidence to make several observations about the general 

relationship between the Governments and the Aboriginal partners during the trial though 

the assessments were not in line with the standards of COAG’s intended type of GCP. The 

evaluation’s observations do not amount to a focused evaluative appraisal of the quality of 

the government-community partnership, in the sense that COAG intended. For these 

reasons, a satisfactory rating has been given.   
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Australian Capital Territory 

 

A collaboration of consultants involving Morgan Disney & Associates Pty Ltd, Tracey 

Whetnall Consulting, and Ben Hodges (Wes Wei Consulting) conducted the evaluation of the 

Australian Capital Territory COAG trial, dated April 2006 (Morgan Disney et al 2006b).  

Whole-of-government coordination (WOGC)  

The evaluation’s findings:  

• Do not explicitly acknowledge WOGC was a pivotal aim of the overall Project and 

the trial (Morgan Disney et al 2006b, pp. ii-iii), and do not explicitly state that the 

degree of achievement of WOGC by the trial was a key focus for evaluative 

appraisal;  

• Do not define or breakdown WOGC into a discrete set of key characteristics for 

evaluative appraisal but do consider some relevant characteristics;  

• Use study evidence to present basic descriptions of the joint structures that were 

responsible for WOGC and some stakeholder views about how they performed but 

did not evaluate their configuration or operation against the intended functions of 

WOGC, and do not present an overall conclusion about the degree of achievement 

of WOGC by the trial;  

• Do not define or set WOGC in the context of existing knowledge; and  

• Of lessons learned are accompanied with some discussion of how they were derived 

from the context.  

The evaluation’s findings do not explicitly acknowledge WOGC was a pivotal aim of the trial. 

However, there are several references to the concept, which imply it was an aim of the trial. 

For example, the executive summary of the evaluation report mentions WOGC twice but 
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presents it as a general aspiration for the Indigenous affairs system (Morgan Disney et al 

2006b, pp. 5 & 6).  

More specifically, the effectiveness of the key structures that were established to further 

WOGC for the trial is briefly considered. Some descriptions touch upon some of the key 

characteristics of a whole-of-government approach. For example, the Commonwealth and 

ACT lead agencies for the trial were found to have “experienced some difficulties” in 

engaging the line departments of their respective jurisdictions but the analysis of why is 

inadequate (Morgan Disney et al 2006b, p. 5). It also reported that many stakeholders 

believed the trial “was over-governed” (p. 14) however the analysis and conclusion of this 

pivotal issue was inadequately covered in only two sentences. It stated:  

A number of stakeholders expressed a view that perhaps the Trial was over-

governed, with too many groups; this appears to have led to some confusion 

about the role of each group. Overall, however, the structures are seen as 

having some success at building partnerships, improving the way 

governments work together, and involving and enabling the community to 

contribute to their own solutions (Morgan Disney et al 2006b, p. 14).  

The frequency of meetings of the various structures that were specifically established for 

the trial were described and the lack of seniority of the government officials who attended 

the meetings was noted (Morgan Disney et al 2006b, pp. 14-16).  

Overall, the evaluation did not correctly address the aims and purpose, and it did not 

breakdown WOGC into a discrete set of key characteristics for evaluative appraisal. Its 

considerations of some relevant characteristics were brief and isolated from each other 

rather than measured against a clear definition of the concept and collated to form an 

overall impression of the degree of achievement. There appeared to be a reluctance to 

evaluate the degree of achievement of a whole-of-government approach by the trial and a 

poor rating has been given.  
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Government-community partnership (GCP)  

The evaluation findings:  

 Acknowledge that a GCP was a pivotal aim of the Project and the trial (Morgan 

Disney et al 2006b, p. 2) but do not explicitly state that determining the degree of 

achievement of a GCP was a focus of evaluative appraisal;  

 Do not define or breakdown GCP into a discrete set of key characteristics reflecting 

existing knowledge but they consider relevant provisions in the trial’s framework 

agreement as the terms of the partnership for evaluative appraisal;  

 Use study evidence to present basic descriptions of the joint structures that were 

established to support a GCP and some stakeholder views about how well they 

performed but did not analyse their configuration or operation against the 

intended functions of a GCP, and do not present an overall conclusion about the 

degree of achievement of GCP by the trial;  

 Do not define or set GCPs in the context of existing knowledge though it 

acknowledged that there were “some excellent evaluation frameworks … for 

evaluating partnership initiatives” (Morgan Disney et al 2006b, p. 29). None were 

referred to in the report; and  

 Of lessons learned are not accompanied with some discussion of how they were 

derived from the context.  

The evaluation found there were partnerships between governments and communities 

during the trial but there was little evidence and analysis provided to support the finding (p. 

22). It concluded that the trial had “affirmed the potential of partnerships to achieve better 

outcomes and more holistic approaches to issues for Indigenous communities” (p. 6).  
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While the evaluation report does not explicitly state that evaluating the GCP was a key 

focus, it nevertheless pays significant attention to the concept of GCPs and consequently 

undertook consideration of many of the recognised key characteristics including:  

 The importance of leadership, continuity of government officials (Morgan Disney et 

al 2006b, p. 5) and continuity of policy settings (p. 20);  

 The need for clarity of agreement on the shared outcomes at the outset of the 

partnership (p. 5);  

 The need to sustainably resource Indigenous communities to engage actively with 

governments (p. 5); and  

 Indigenous leaders flourished when given the opportunity to work in partnership 

with government (p. 19).  

Some other characteristics that would represent a good partnership are also stated but 

none of the assertions were accompanied with a citation. The result was a loose reference 

to theory that lacked credibility. Another consequence of this approach was its evaluative 

appraisal of what actually occurred during the trial was not conducted against the 

enunciated standards recognised in the literature at the time.  

Overall, the evaluation in part correctly addressed the aims and purpose. It did not present 

a discrete set of key characteristics for GCP but it did refer to several of the key 

characteristics identified in Chapter 4: Implementation, Part A. The basis of the evaluative 

assessment of the trial against these presented characteristics is unclear. However, 

evidence from the trial was utilised adequately to provide the reader with an overall general 

description of what occurred rather than an assessment. A satisfactory rating has been 

given because relatively significant attention was paid to the concept of government-

community partnerships, which included some consideration of several key characteristics.  
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Summary of analysis and discussion  

Table 30 presents a summary of results of this analysis. It illustrates a satisfactory rating was 

given in only three out of sixteen occasions, with the remaining thirteen occasions rated 

poor.  

Table 30: Summary table of ratings of the quality of each evaluation’s findings in relation to whole-of-
government coordination (WOGC) and government-community partnership (GCP)  

 Quality of Findings 

WOGC GCP 

Queensland Poor Poor 

Northern Territory Satisfactory Satisfactory 

South Australia Poor Poor 

Western Australia Satisfactory Poor 

Tasmania Poor Satisfactory 

New South Wales  
Poor Satisfactory 

Victoria  
Poor Satisfactory 

Australian Capital Territory 
Poor Satisfactory 

 

Overall, Table 30 demonstrates that no evaluation scored a good quality rating and the best 

result was a satisfactory rating for both aims (NT). Two evaluations scored a poor rating for 

both aims (Qld and SA). The remainder scored one satisfactory and one poor rating. It also 

demonstrates the quality of findings for GCP were generally better than for WOGC. This may 

suggest a general greater familiarity with the concept of GCP as opposed to WOGC. More 

descriptively against each of the five criteria, the analysis found:  
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Evaluative Criteria 1  

Only three evaluations (NT, Tas, Vic) correctly acknowledged that WOGC was an overriding 

aim for the COAG Project and the trial, however all of the evaluations correctly 

acknowledged that a GCP was an overriding aim for the COAG Project and the trial. Notably, 

none of the evaluations stated that it was acutely focused on assessing the degree of 

achievement of WOGC and only one (WA) stated that it was acutely focused on assessing 

the quality of the GCP. This indicates the original aims were not the subject of acute 

assessment despite all the evaluations stating they were focused on process issues rather 

than outcomes.  

Evaluative Criteria 2  

Two evaluations (NT and WA) broke down the aims into a discrete set of key characteristics 

reflecting existing knowledge as the basis for evaluative appraisal, though neither provided 

references. The other evaluations partly fulfilled this criterion with consideration of some of 

GCP-related characteristics dispersed across various sections of the report. None provided 

references. The evaluations of trial sites in which framework agreements were signed 

considered relevant provisions in the agreement but none sought to assess whether the 

form and content of the framework agreement had established the necessary structures 

and processes for the trial that would be more likely to realise the aims for WOGC and a 

GCP.  

Evaluative Criteria 3  

Only two evaluations (NSW and Vic) presented a discrete list of key findings (NSW- Urbis 

Keys Young 2006a, pp. ii-iii) and (Vic - Morgan Disney et al 2006a, p. 5). Only one evaluation 

(NSW) drew an overall conclusion about the trial’s achievement of WOGC and only one 

evaluation (WA) drew an overall conclusion about the trial’s achievement of a GCP. This 

demonstrates the evaluations were reluctant or not in a position to draw an overall 

conclusion about the two aims.  
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The evidence relied upon by the evaluations was primarily interviews conducted with 

government officials supplemented with some analysis of some government files. There was 

comparatively minimal input into the evaluations from the trials’ Indigenous populations, 

particularly as service-recipients. Creatively, the NSW evaluation relied upon a somewhat 

out-dated survey of some Aboriginal representatives from the trial, which was conducted by 

the evaluation team for a different purpose twelve months prior to the formal evaluation.  

The interview evidence was consistently presented as very brief paraphrases of unidentified 

government officials with an almost complete absence of direct quotes. It is likely the 

evaluators gave a guarantee of anonymity for the government officials’ participation in 

interviews however this does not prevent the use of direct quotes. This practice raises a 

question of how the guarantee of anonymity may affect the usefulness of the data collected 

in terms of understanding its context. Further, the paraphrases of individuals were 

presented as generally reflective of the experience of the trial’s duration, which were not 

convincing. The evaluations paid no attention to sample representativeness to qualify their 

findings.   

Evaluative Criteria 4 

None of the evaluations defined or set the concept of WOGC or GCP in the context of 

existing knowledge.  

Evaluative Criteria 5  

The lessons learned presented by the evaluations were largely restatements of the original 

premises that underpinned the establishment of the COAG Trials Project and therefore did 

not extend existing knowledge.  

*** 
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The analysis indicates the evaluation program was not acutely focused on assessing the 

progress of the aims by each trial site. In other words, the basis of evaluative appraisal 

across the evaluations was not directed at assessing the quality of the trials’ interactions 

against COAG’s original intent of the aims. However, the evaluations touched upon several 

related characteristics usually through elementary descriptions of the structures that were 

established but they failed to demonstrate that structures alone were insufficient to fully 

implement either WOGC or GCP. Exceptionally, the NT and WA evaluators appeared to 

understand this and frequently applied WOGC standards as the basis of evaluative appraisal 

for the government-government interactions. None of the evaluations presented a sound 

definition of WOGC or GCP and none provided a literature review or employed referencing. 

None considered their findings in light of existing knowledge. They all presented lessons 

learned but none were sufficiently discussed in context to explain their potential application 

for other situations, contrary to another of COAG’s original intentions.  

The overall lack of precision resulted in the evaluations; 1) presenting evidence of general 

government-coordination as proxy indications of progress towards WOGC, and 2) 

presenting evidence of general government and community interaction as proxy indications 

of progress towards a GCP. The literature review in Chapter 4: Implementation 

demonstrates that WOGC and GCP have peculiar characteristics beyond general 

government-government coordination and general government-community interaction. The 

evaluations missed COAG’s underlying intent of the reforms. The lack of precision is 

surprising in light of public commitments to evaluating the Project by senior Commonwealth 

Government officials. For example, as late as November 2006, Bernie Yates, Deputy 

Secretary, FaCSIA stated the purpose of the evaluations included assessing progress on the 

core purpose of the trials:  
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Mr Yates—You go from the core purpose of the trials through to a series of 

criteria that all of the evaluators had to use in assessing the performance and 

progress of the trial (Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee 2006c, 

p. 40) (my emphasis)  

The assessment of the “core purpose of the trials”, that is, how well the COAG Project’s two 

aims were implemented, was poorly undertaken. This harsh conclusion may seem 

inconsistent with the presence of seven satisfactory ratings on Table 30 above. The main 

reason for the apparent contradiction is the elements of criteria one, two and three were 

not strictly and comprehensively applied. Respectively, a partial credit was given if two of 

the three aims were correctly acknowledged, more than one related characteristic was 

considered, and there was some reference to the circumstances of the trial as supporting 

evidence. In other words, the bar was not set too high and the partial implementations 

accumulated to produce a satisfactory result. On one hand, it could be viewed as a 

misapplication of the criteria but on the other hand, the application may be suitable for an 

experimental trial setting. Summary tables are intended to be indicative only and some 

nuances have been described.  

Finally, the task for this analysis was complicated by the general poor quality of the 

evaluation reports, in particular the failure of six of the eight evaluations to present a list of 

key findings. Consequently, researcher judgement was necessary to discern the evaluation 

findings related to the two aims from statements of varying degrees of relevancy dispersed 

throughout the report. This included the two evaluations with a list of key findings. The aim 

of the judgement was to most accurately represent the thrust of the evaluation findings. 

The frequent use of direct quotes from the evaluation reports in this analysis supplements 

the judgement. The general poor quality of the evaluations became apparent early in this 

research when it was discovered they could not be subjected to a formal systematic review 

method such as the Campbell Collaboration because they may not pass the initial-filter test. 
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As stated in Chapter 2: Research Methods, the evaluation reports are likely to be classified 

as grey literature.  

The conclusion of this analysis is the evaluation reports’ findings were largely limited to 

providing general, albeit useful, descriptions of how each trial site was developed and 

progressed. It is argued that descriptive accounts of the trials without critical judgement 

about whether they achieved the aims undermines both the accountability and policy-

learning functions of evaluation. The next part of this chapter reveals some explanation for 

the generally descriptive rather than evaluative accounts of each trial. It does so by tracking 

the evolution, or as it transpired, the regression, of the COAG Project’s overall evaluation 

strategy.  
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Part B: Regression of the evaluation strategy 

This part tracks the development of the overall evaluation strategy for the COAG Trials 

Project. It demonstrates the Project’s early-developed, well-founded and detailed 

performance monitoring and evaluation strategy was not implemented. Rather, in the latter 

stages of the Project, the original strategy was discarded and substituted with a vague and 

narrow set of terms of reference that effectively side-stepped COAG’s original aims for the 

Project and the intent of the underlying policy of ‘practical reconciliation’.  

The Original Strategy  

Best practice recommends that evaluation planning should occur as part of the policy 

development process (Althaus et al 2013, p. 201). In this case, that did not happen largely 

because, as has been demonstrated, it was COAG that initiated the Trials Project and there 

was little pre-planning by the government officials before it was announced. Nevertheless, 

the development of a performance monitoring and evaluation framework commenced 

relatively early in the Project. In November 2002, six months after COAG announced the 

Project, Bill Farmer, Secretary, DIMIA advised a Senate Estimates Committee hearing that it 

was developing a national evaluation framework. The Government was given notice to 

present the evaluation framework at the next Senate Estimates hearing, which was 

scheduled for February 2003 (Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee 2002a, 

p. 34 per Farmer).  

In February 2003, the COAG Project’s secretariat, the ICCT, developed the “Performance 

Monitoring and Evaluation Framework” (the evaluation framework) (ICCT 2003a). The 

fifteen-page evaluation framework was comprehensive, detailed and focused on the aims 

articulated in the originating COAG Communiqué. The framework states that it was 

“designed to capture and track the outcomes from this new approach” (ICCT 2003a, p. 3) 

and the “basic aim of evaluation will be to determine what has worked and why, what did 
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not work and why, and whether the approach should be adopted more widely” (ICCT 2003a, 

p. 6). The stated aim was in line with COAG’s original intent for the lessons learned from the 

trials “to be applied more broadly” (COAG 2002b).   

The evaluation framework provided for a two-stage evaluation process. The first stage was 

to be conducted “within two years of commencement” and the second stage would be 

conducted “after five years” (ICCT 2003a, p. 7). While it was designed specifically for the 

Project, it is evident that it had wider political ramifications as a measure for the 

Commonwealth Government’s policy of ‘practical reconciliation’. For example, the 

evaluation framework states:  

The evaluation framework will be used to assess whether the approach 

adopted in the trials leads to improved social and economic circumstances 

for Indigenous people in the participating communities (ICCT 2003a, p. 3).  

The Commonwealth Government used the framework on several occasions14 to 

demonstrate to concerned stakeholders15 that the COAG Project would be performance 

monitored and evaluated. Broadly, the evaluation strategy required each trial to develop a 

set of baseline data and monitoring processes to measure the trial’s impact on the 

baselines. The framework stated that “data collected locally” would be used to ensure 

“performance is monitored against agreed benchmarks and milestones” (ICCT 2003a, p. 3). 

The Project’s secretariat, the ICCT, was assigned responsibility “to develop and implement a 

simple ‘project’ tracking, monitoring and progress measurement system” (ICCT 2003a, p. 5). 

It is understood that the Secretaries Group approved $10,000 for the development of this 

performance monitoring system and $20,000 for baseline data to be developed in April 

2003.  

                                                             
14

 See for example Hawgood (2002), p. 5; Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee 
(2002), p. 34 per Farmer; DIMIA (2005), p. 249; and ATSI SJC (2003), p. 47, footnote 105.  
15

 See for example, the ATSI SJC (2003), p. 46 and House of Representatives Standing Committee 
on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs (2004), paras 2.94, 3.23, 6.24 and 6.40.  
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It will be demonstrated in this Part that most of the commitments in the evaluation 

framework were not implemented and despite the plan, only one of the two proposed 

stages of the evaluation strategy was ever conducted. The evaluation strategy began to 

atrophy shortly after the February 2003 version was developed. Three further versions of 

the evaluation framework respectively dated May, October and November 2003 were 

discovered for this study. There is no indication that any of the four versions were drafts, in 

fact there is strong evidence to the contrary.16 It is not known why there were four versions 

but it is interesting that the date of each version coincides with the usual scheduled timing 

of Senate budget estimates processes. It may be inferred that each version was developed 

in anticipation of Senate Committee questioning, and if this inference is correct, it may 

illustrate some effective accountability of the public administration through such direct 

parliamentary scrutiny.17  

A notable difference between the February 2003 and October 2003 versions (the only 

versions that were obtainable for this research) is the latter contained far less detail about 

how the performance monitoring and evaluation of the Project would be conducted. For 

example, the February 2003 version specified milestones and timeframes but these were 

deleted from the October 2003 version. The February version states that “an independent 

expert” would evaluate the Project “within two years of commencement and again after 

five years” (ICCT 2003a, p. 7) however these commitments were deleted from the October 

version (ICCT 2003c). No reasons are provided for these deletions, despite the significant 

impact they would have on the nature of the evaluation and public accountability.  
                                                             
16

 The February version was the only version held by the FaCSIA library. DEST referred to the May 
version twice in written answers to Questions on Notice from Senators Evans and Crossin on 2 
November 2005 (Senate Employment Workplace Relations and Education Legislation Committee 
2006, Answers to Questions on Notice No. E528_06–Amended and E529_06). DIMIA most often 
referred to the October 2003 version in the latter years of the Project (see for example DIMIA 
2006, p. 14). Commissioner Jonas cited the November version (ATSIC SJC 2004, p. 234).  
17

 For example, on 20 November 2002, a Senate Estimates Committee gave notice to Bill Farmer, 
Secretary, DIMIA, that the “evaluation framework” of the COAG Trials Project would discussed at 
the next hearing scheduled for February 2003, which resulted in the February version (Senate 
Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee 2002a, p. 34).  
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The deleted commitment to conduct a two-stage evaluation reappeared in the November 

2003 version, perhaps prompted by a query from Dr Bill Jonas, the Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner. In January 2004, the Commissioner wrote, “…the 

Australian Government intends to evaluate its own performance in the trials at 2 and 5 

years” and cited the November 2003 version (ATSI SJC 2004, p. 234). Notably, the 

commitment for an independent expert to conduct the evaluations did not reappear.  

As stated above, much of the detail in the February 2003 version about how the 

performance and monitoring of the Project would occur was deleted from the October 2003 

version. It is also unclear why there were four different versions. This suggests a wavering 

and declining commitment to the precision and independence of the original February 2003 

evaluation strategy. In effect, the evaluation strategy was evolving despite government 

claims to various Senate Estimates Committees that a strategy had been developed.18  

Perhaps sensing the Government’s wavering commitment to an evaluation strategy, 

Commissioner Jonas publicly criticised the uncertainty associated with evaluating the COAG 

Trials Project in January 2004, some twenty-one months after the Project was first 

announced. He stated:  

The lack of a clear evaluation strategy is of great concern. It may be that the 

uncertainty in this regard is largely the product of the evolving nature of the 

trials and that there will be much greater clarity during 2004 (ATSI SJC 2004, 

p. 46).  

Around the same time, the acting Chair of ATSIC Lionel Quartermaine prophetically 

forecasted the potential consequences of the uncertainty:  

The Commission is particularly concerned that a comprehensive national 

evaluation strategy is not in place. This is likely to lead to unclear judgements 

                                                             
18

 Surprisingly, none of the eight evaluations make any reference to the original February 2003 
evaluation framework or the subsequent three later versions.  
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later on, as the starting point for assessing change has not been clearly 

established.  

In addition, the Commission is concerned that there is no commitment to an 

independent evaluation of the initiative. The reliance on a systems-based 

internal evaluation strategy might not provide the most objective 

perspective on the successes and failures of the initiative, and may produce 

an inadequate basis upon which to make long term policy and program 

reforms (Quartermaine 2004 as quoted in ATSI SJC 2004, p. 47). 

The concerns were not confined to Indigenous leaders. In June 2004, the House of 

Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs wrote:  

The Committee is concerned that strong emphasis is being put on the COAG 

Trials when they are yet to show tangible results, or to set or achieve 

benchmarks in all Trial sites. The Trials are being promoted as a symbol of 

change, and as an indication of a Commonwealth commitment to both 

Indigenous communities and to whole of government coordination.  

However, the Committee has concerns regarding their experimental nature 

and that concrete indications of progress or publication of outcomes are yet 

to be produced, and believes that an effective reporting and accountability 

process needs to be implemented (House of Representatives Standing 

Committee 2004, p. 244). 

Despite the expressed concerns, there was no further development towards the 

commissioning of independent experts to evaluate the Project. The second-year anniversary 

of the trials in April 2004 came and went and the first-stage evaluation, which was 

scheduled for the two year mark, had not been conducted. The evaluation strategy for the 

Project suffered a further set-back when the Commonwealth Government abolished the 

Project’s secretariat, the ICCT, which had primary responsibility for the evaluation strategy, 

as at 30 June 2004. Its responsibilities, including the overall performance monitoring and 

evaluation strategy, were transferred to the newly established Office of Indigenous Policy 

Coordination, which was based in DIMIA (DIMIA 2004, p. 176).  
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Innovatively, in mid-2004, the Aboriginal leadership of the Victorian COAG trial site 

commissioned its own independent evaluation of its trial (Cutcliffe 2004). This was a unique 

strategy, not replicated in any other trial site. The 49-page evaluation report titled, Take it 

or Leave It. How COAG is failing Shepparton’s Aboriginal people, is dated October 2004. The 

report advises the Aboriginal community leaders were prompted to commission the 

independent research following the emergence of a letter from the Victorian Government 

on behalf of the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, which contended, “The COAG Trial is 

progressing well” (Cutcliffe 2004, p. 7). According to the evaluation, “Shepparton’s 

Aboriginal leaders profoundly disagree with this assessment” and “wonder aloud if the 

Minister or his Cabinet colleagues have any real idea of the bureaucratic methodology that 

is being employed on their authority” (Cutcliffe 2004, p. 7). The findings of the independent 

evaluation were highly critical of the government processes and actions for the trial. It 

stated:  

The report finds that the COAG experiment is thus far failing the people of 

Shepparton. It is failing the Aboriginal people at whom it was primarily 

directed, and it is failing the greater Shepparton community that shares in 

the radiated disadvantage of its Aboriginal people (Cutcliffe 2004, p. 7).  

Despite the gravity of the situation facing Victoria’s Aboriginal people, the 

governments involved have displayed no urgency or commitment to 

understanding why the process isn’t working (Cutcliffe 2004, p. 6).  

The Commonwealth and State Governments effectively dismissed the independent 

evaluation report’s findings and thirteen recommendations. The Commonwealth 

Employment and Workplace Relations Minister Kevin Andrews and State Aboriginal Affairs 

Minister Gavin Jennings were reported in The Age as saying, “the report did not match their 

perceptions of the way the community was being served” (Waldon, 11 November 2004). 

Further, Mr Jennings said, “the report had the potential to undo a lot of hard work by all 

parties by creating or reinforcing schisms in Shepparton's Aboriginal community” (Waldon, 
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11 November 2004). The highly critical findings of the independent evaluation may lend 

speculation to the reasons why the Commonwealth Government was walking away from its 

original evaluation strategy.  

The Substitute Strategy  

Shortly after, in August 2004, DIMIA received a report from consultants, the Albury 

Consulting Group and Kate Sullivan and Associates, who were commissioned to review the 

Project’s performance monitoring and evaluation framework and make recommendations 

on how to proceed (Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee 2005b, Hansard 

Supplementary Estimates 1 November 2005, p. 162, per Bryant J). This review may have 

been prompted because the first-stage evaluation had still not been conducted and there 

was increasing public pressure from a range of stakeholders for the Project to be evaluated. 

There was also a risk that the Aboriginal partners of the other seven trial sites may also 

commission their own independent evaluations, with similarly critical findings as the review 

of the Victorian trial.  

DIMIA’s commissioning of a review of the evaluation framework became known in a Senate 

Estimates hearing a year later in November 2005. It appears the consultancy report was 

never publicly released yet its influence was hefty. At the November 2005 Senate Estimates 

hearing, DIMIA officials pointed to this consultancy as the basis for the decision to abandon 

the original evaluation framework and develop another completely different evaluation 

strategy (Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee 2005b, Supplementary 

Budget Estimates 1 November 2005, p. 163).  

It is not known exactly when the substitute evaluation strategy was finalised but it was 

sometime between August 2004 and November 2005. In November 2005, the Office of 

Indigenous Policy Coordination advised a Senate estimates hearing, “we have developed a 

quite detailed evaluation framework”, which it offered to “table and make available to the 
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Committee” (Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee 2005b, Supplementary 

Budget Estimates 1 November 2005, p. 163 per Bryant). The OIPC’s offer to table it suggests 

it had only been recently finalised.19  

The OIPC’s assertion to the Senate Committee that the substitute evaluation framework was 

“a quite detailed evaluation framework” does not withstand scrutiny, particularly in 

comparison to the original evaluation framework dated February 2003. The original 

evaluation framework was fifteen pages in length and was comprehensive in its scope and 

detail (ICCT 2003a). The substitute evaluation framework was two-pages in length and 

narrowly focused on some process-related issues, including the exclusion of an analysis of 

the socioeconomic outcomes that may or may not have emanated from the trials. It simply 

comprised of twenty-seven wide-ranging and open questions. The questions were neatly 

divided across four sections namely;  

1. Setting the scene (The History); 

2. Working together (The Process);  

3. Lessons learnt (Interim Outcomes); and  

4. Next Steps (Options for consideration) (Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation 

Committee 2005b, 1 p. 168).  

It would have taken a massive research exercise to answer all twenty-seven wide-ranging 

questions so some prioritising was going to be necessary. The issue of who would determine 

the priorities was significant, as it would shape the processes and final content of the 

evaluations. It appears that DIMIA officials determined the priorities. During a Senate 

Estimates Hearing, Senator Chris Evans asked Ms Jennifer Bryant, General Manager, DIMIA 

                                                             
19

 For a copy of the substitute evaluation framework, see Senate Legal and Constitutional 
Legislation Committee (2006b), Answer to Question on Notice No. 239 tabled in March 2006.  
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whether the evaluation consultants would be assessing against all twenty-seven wide 

ranging questions. Ms Bryant’s response indicates the consultants were not required to 

assess against every question, just some of the questions in each of the four parts. The 

exchange is reproduced here:  

Senator CHRIS EVANS— … You are telling me that they have to assess all of 

these. Is that right?  

Ms Bryant—The consultant will prepare a report that covers all four parts of 

this framework. 

Senator CHRIS EVANS—I see. Okay (Senate Legal and Constitutional 

Legislation Committee 2005b, p. 169).  

The newly established Office of Indigenous Policy (OIPC) commissioned various external 

consultants to conduct the evaluations with the new evaluation framework that it had 

recently developed (Morgan Disney et al 2006c, p. 9). The evaluations were classified by the 

OIPC as “formative evaluations” (Morgan Disney et al 2006c, p. 9). It is not entirely clear 

what this meant other than it would not “measure and assess the effectiveness of the 

strategy”, which FaCSIA stated would be the function of the proposed final “summative 

evaluation” (my emphasis).20  The Sage Encyclopaedia of Evaluation definition of ‘Formative 

Evaluation’ includes:  

Formative evaluation typically focuses on determining whether a program is 

unfolding as planned, identifying obstacles or unexpected opportunities, and 

identifying midcourse corrections that will increase the likelihood of the 

program's success. It is a structured way to provide program staff with 

feedback designed to fine tune the implementation of the program, and 

most often it is for internal use (Mathison 2005).  

                                                             
20

 Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee (2006a), Additional Information Received: 
Vol. 1, Answer to Question on Notice by Department of Families Community Services and 
Indigenous Affairs, October 2006, p. 37.  
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Therefore, the generally accepted definition of formative evaluation is that they are 

conducted quite early in a project to ensure the early procedural settings are likely to realise 

the overall aims (my emphasis). This definition conflicted with the Commonwealth 

Government’s new evaluation strategy because most of the evaluations would occur in the 

final year of the COAG Project. There was also a wider expectation by various stakeholders 

that the evaluations would demonstrate the Project’s progress towards socio-economic 

outcomes rather than simply provide descriptions of administrative outputs and primarily 

government officials’ own perceptions of their progress. It suggests the design of the 

substitute evaluation strategy was methodologically-flawed. A description of the new 

evaluation strategy by a Commonwealth Government official to a Senate estimates hearing 

indicated that the reviews would be descriptive rather than evaluative:  

Ms Bryant—At this stage, we see the first evaluation phase as being 

formative, to use the language which we have used in earlier discussions. 

Basically, we are looking at whether the arrangements have been established 

and whether the baseline is in place to allow us to assess impact. At this 

stage what we can assess, in a qualitative sense, is: are relationships working, 

is cooperation improving and so on. We will attempt to assess those things. 

Most of the types of impacts that Senator Crossin speaks of, in terms of 

impact on income and impact on a number of Indigenous indicators, are very 

slow to move and they take an extended period. So we are not expecting to 

be in a position to measure substantive impact for another two or three 

years (Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee 2005b, p. 172).  

The OIPC prepared a “Request for Quote Documentation” for the evaluation contract for 

the South Australian COAG trial, which describes the manner of the formative evaluation:  

The primary focus of this evaluation is on what’s working, what’s working 

well and what could be improved. It is anticipated that at this stage of the 

trial, most of the lessons learned will relate to the processes of the trial, and 

capturing community and government perceptions of these processes will be 

an important part of the evaluation. Though any interim evidence of 

outcomes should also be included, a detailed analysis of outcomes achieved 
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is not required for this evaluation and will be addressed in the 2007/08 

evaluation (Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee 2006b, 

Answer to Question on Notice No. 239 from Supplementary Estimates 

Hearing 1 November 2005, Tabled in March 2006) (emphasis in original).  

It is notable that the “Request for Quote Documentation” does not state that better whole-

of-government coordination was the overriding goal of the COAG Trials (Senate Legal and 

Constitutional Legislation Committee 2006b, Answer to Question on Notice No. 239). FaCSIA 

provided a more concise definition of formative evaluation in an Answer to a Question on 

Notice that was tabled with the Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee in October 

2006:  

4.2. Formative Evaluation of the eight COAG Trial Sites 

The formative evaluation of the eight COAG Trials focused on learning 

lessons from the trials, and in particular how the Australian Government can 

improve its engagement with state and territory governments and 

Indigenous people and communities. The evaluation reports on each trial site 

cover the history of the trial, the coordination processes used in the trial, 

interim outcomes and options for further consideration. A ‘meta evaluation’ 

drawing together common findings from all the site evaluations will take 

place in the second half of 2006 (Senate Community Affairs Legislation 

Committee 2006a, Answers to Questions on Notice from Budget Estimates 

May-June 2006, October 2006).  

In essence, the formative evaluations would present a qualitative description of government 

processes and outputs rather than rigorously “measure and assess the effectiveness of the 

strategy”21 including an assessment of the social and economic outcomes that could be 

credibly attributed to the COAG trial. It would have also represented a measure of the 

effectiveness of the policy of practical reconciliation.  

                                                             
21

 Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee (2006a), Additional Information Received: 
Vol. 1, Answer to Question on Notice by Department of Families Community Services and 
Indigenous Affairs, October 2006, p. 37.  
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The evaluations were relatively small exercises. The Commonwealth Government reported 

that the average period of consultancy for each was ten days and the total cost for the eight 

evaluations was $336,531, with an average cost of $42,066.38 each. The Synopsis Review 

cost $33,600. The total cost of evaluation for the COAG Project amounted to $370,191 

(Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee 2006a, p. 77) though this does not 

include the consultancy costs for developing the substitute evaluation framework incurred 

by DIMIA in August 2004. None of the evaluation consultants were selected by open tender. 

The successful consultants were awarded the contract by “select tender”, which means 

OIPC invited potential suppliers to tender for the consultancy (Department of Families 

Community Services and Indigenous Affairs 2006, p. 358). It is not known if more than one 

potential supplier was invited to the select tender. If only one supplier was invited, it 

effectively means the consultants were hand-picked by OIPC, which may raise questions 

about the perception of independence of the research.  

The Demise of Accountability and Policy-Learning  

Under the substitute evaluation strategy, a two-stage evaluation process was retained but 

now five of the so-called ‘first-stage’ evaluations would commence in late-2005 and the 

remaining three had commenced by March 2006, up to two-years behind the original 

schedule. These first-stage formative evaluations would all conclude during the fifth and 

final-year of the Trials Project.  

According to the Commonwealth Government, the more comprehensive and detailed, 

second-stage, summative evaluations were “scheduled for 2007-2008” (Senate Legal and 

Constitutional Legislation Committee 2005b, p. 172). However, by November 2005, there 

were several indications that the COAG Trials Project was unlikely to continue during 2007-

08, therefore the more comprehensive second-stage ‘summative’ evaluation was unlikely to 

occur. For example, the Commonwealth Government, through the OIPC, had begun 
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implementing a new strategic approach with the States and Territories through the signing 

of bilateral agreements, which were superseding the COAG trials arrangements. Wayne 

Gibbons, Associate Secretary, Office of Indigenous Policy Coordination advised Senator Chris 

Evans at a Senate Estimates Hearing that a bilateral agreement with Queensland had been 

signed in November 2005 and one with the Northern Territory Government twelve-months 

earlier:  

Senator CHRIS EVANS—Does that mean that the COAG trial evaluation is not 

all that central to the development process—that you have sort of moved on 

from that model? 

Mr Gibbons—It is an important element, but this is an evolving area of public 

policy. We will certainly be taking up the findings of these evaluations when 

they are available to us, but it is almost certain that many of the findings will 

be discovered in the course of routine engagement and acted upon before 

the reports are available to us. We are not fixed on a particular course. We 

are writing this on a daily basis, reviewing what is working and what is not 

(Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation Committee 2005b, pp. 166-167).  

Further evidence suggesting the trials would not be operating in 2007-08 was that DEWR 

had officially withdrawn as lead agency for the Queensland and Victorian trial sites by late 

2005 (Senate Employment Workplace Relations and Education Legislation Committee, 3 

November 2005, p. 34). The degree of uncertainty about the continuation of the COAG trials 

leads to speculation that the Commonwealth Government’s substitute evaluation strategy 

was underpinned by an ulterior objective to delay and ultimately circumvent a 

comprehensive summative evaluation of the COAG Trials Project. By October 2006, FaCSIA 

indicated that it had withdrawn its commitment for this second-stage evaluation to occur, 

and it was now only a possibility:  

The need for and nature of further evaluation of the COAG Trials will be 

considered after the meta-evaluation and will be flagged in future evaluation 

plans as appropriate (Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee 
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2006a, Answers to Questions on Notice from Budget Estimates May-June 

2006, October 2006).  

Another aspect of the new evaluation strategy was the Indigenous community of each trial 

site was no longer a partner in the evaluation of their trial and instead they would be given 

“feedback” as illustrated in this exchange at a Senate Estimates Hearing:  

Ms Bryant—The evaluations will certainly be available to the lead 

Commonwealth agency and the state governments and of course we will be 

providing feedback to the communities at the relevant trial sites.  

Senator CHRIS EVANS—Does that mean they will get a copy of it or not? 

Ms Bryant—There is no reason we would not be giving them a copy. The 

reports do not exist yet, of course, but that would be our intention. 

Mr Yates—At the end of the day, as for any government report, the decisions 

about release will be a matter for the minister or respective ministers 

involved. 

Senator CHRIS EVANS—I understand the process; I just want an answer to 

the question: will they be released to the communities? Do we know yet, or 

has that decision not been made? 

Mr Yates—I think part of the process would certainly involve giving feedback 

to the communities about some of the key findings. Whether the actual 

report is released is, I guess, a decision that will have to be made at the time. 

Senator CHRIS EVANS—That is what made me a bit concerned. Feedback is 

one thing, but providing a copy of the report is another. I thought there was 

a distinction made by Ms Bryant that I wanted to explore. 

Ms Bryant—In one location, the actual evaluation is a tripartite arrangement. 

That is in Wadeye in the Northern Territory. So they are formal partners and 

would of course receive the report. In the others, the arrangements with the 

communities vary slightly and I think the circumstances would be judged, as 

Mr Yates said, at the time (Senate Legal and Constitutional Legislation 

Committee, Hansard Supplementary Estimates 1 November 2005, p. 164).  
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In March 2006, the Commonwealth Government received the first evaluation report and by 

late October 2006, it had received the evaluation reports for all eight trial sites. A further 

Synopsis Review of the eight ‘first-stage’ evaluations was commissioned to “draw out the 

key lessons” from across the eight trial sites (Brough 2007). The Synopsis Review was dated 

November 2006.  

On 5 July 2006, the Minister “agreed in principle” to publicly release the evaluation reports 

“conditional upon agreement by trial partners” (Senate Community Affairs Legislation 

Committee 2006a, Additional Information Received: Vol. 1, Answers to Questions on Notice 

from Examination of Budget Estimates May-June 2006, October 2006, p.78). But in August 

2006, the Commonwealth Government rejected the recommendation by the House of 

Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs that an 

annual report of progress about the COAG Trials Project be tabled in Parliament (House of 

Representatives Standing Committee 2004, Recommendation 3, p. 250). The 

Commonwealth Government responded:  

The Government is committed to ensuring that reporting on the progress of 

the COAG trials is carried out and made widely available, and therefore does 

not consider that a report to the Parliament is necessary (DIMIA 2006, p. 14).  

It is an illustration of the public pressure on the Commonwealth Government at the time to 

ensure the COAG Trials Project was comprehensively evaluated. It also illustrates the 

Commonwealth Government’s reluctance for the completed evaluation reports to be tabled 

in the Commonwealth Parliament.  

On the morning of 2 November 2006, damning media reports about the COAG trials were 

published in the Financial Review and the National Indigenous Times. The reports were 

based on a leaked copy of the highly critical evaluation of the Northern Territory COAG trial. 
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Later that day, the Commonwealth Opposition used a Senate estimates hearing to question 

Dr Jeff Harmer, Secretary, FaCSIA about the evaluation’s findings:  

Senator CHRIS EVANS— … Quite frankly, it is a pretty damning report, Dr 

Harmer, on the performance of the department and, from my perspective, 

while you and others from the government—Dr Shergold—have been telling 

us about whole-of-government, federal commitment and new approaches, 

this report basically says that the COAG model at Wadeye has been pretty 

well an unmitigated disaster. Of particular concern to me is what seems to be 

pretty direct criticism of your agency, Dr Harmer, as the lead agency on 

behalf of the Commonwealth in this trial.  

They are very direct criticisms of failure to engage and to provide continuity 

of involvement, and failure even for the key organisation committee to meet 

for eight months. While I have been asking you questions about the trials 

over the last little while, it seems that the rhetoric from the government, 

from Mr Shergold and from the department has not matched in any way 

performance on the ground (Senate Community Affairs Legislation 

Committee 2006c, Supplementary Budget Estimates, 2 November 2006, p. 

27).  

Dr Harmer acknowledged the poor performance and sought to share responsibility for the 

failures:  

Dr Harmer—I do not know how you got a copy of the report, either, because 

it is not released. It would be pretty silly to say that we were happy with our 

performance. I would be surprised if the Northern Territory government, 

who are equal partners, along with the council, would say that they were 

happy with their performance either. It was a three-way partnership (Senate 

Community Affairs Legislation Committee 2006c, Supplementary Budget 

Estimates, 2 November 2006, p. 27).  

Wayne Gibbons, Associate Secretary of OIPC, then flagged the critical findings may result in 

the conclusion of the Trials Project:  

Mr Gibbons—As a result of the evaluations that are about to be considered 

by government, I think consideration will be given to bringing the trials to an 
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end and moving on, but that will have to be resolved in partnership with the 

appropriate state or territory jurisdiction (Senate Community Affairs 

Legislation Committee 2006c, Supplementary Budget Estimates, 2 November 

2006, p. 40).  

The Commonwealth Government would not release the evaluations, which had all been 

finalised (Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee 2006a, p.77). Three months 

later, on 12 February 2007, the Commonwealth Government continued to refuse to publicly 

release the evaluations as advised by Dr Jeff Harmer, Secretary FaCSIA:  

Dr Harmer—I do not think it is a fair description to say the government is 

sitting on them. Mr Palmer has just explained that, having received all of the 

individual reports, they have commissioned a consultant to write a 

consolidated report to draw together the lessons that are common across 

the trial sites et cetera, and that process has been ongoing. I am not sure of 

the status of that report, but once it is done, as we have mentioned before in 

answer to a previous question, we understand that the government intends 

to release it. It is not a matter of sitting on it (Senate Community Affairs 

Legislation Committee 2007, Hansard, 12 February 2007, p. 154) (my 

emphasis).  

The “consolidated report” that Dr Harmer stated was causing the delay is the Synopsis 

Review of the COAG Trial Evaluations and it is dated November 2006 (Morgan Disney et al 

2006c). This indicates the consolidated report had been completed three-months before Dr 

Harmer’s evidence. Dr Harmer’s Department was responsible for finalising all the evaluation 

reports and given the high-profile attention it is surprising he was “not sure of the status of 

the report”.  

Two weeks later, on Thursday 22 February 2007, the then Honourable Mal Brough, the third 

and final Commonwealth Minister for Indigenous Affairs to inherit responsibility for the 

COAG Trials Project, held a media conference to formally terminate the Project. The 

‘consolidated report’, the Synopsis Review of the COAG Trial Evaluations, was handed out at 
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the media conference and the eight individual trial-site evaluation reports were made 

available on the OIPC website shortly after (Brough 2007).  

The low-key media conference was very different from the high-profile, multi-ministerial, 

joint-media announcements for the commencement of each trial site, which included 

numerous and hopeful senior Indigenous representatives standing in partnership with the 

Governments. Certainly, there were no Indigenous people standing with Minister Brough at 

the media conference celebrating improved government coordination or successful 

partnerships from the COAG Trials Project. In the media release, Minister Brough said:  

The trials have helped build important relationships between government 

agencies and communities.  However, too much bureaucracy, too many plans 

and too many committees have often resulted in limited outcomes (Brough 

2007) (my emphasis).  

In light of the longstanding concerns about the quality of the public administration in 

Indigenous affairs, Minister Brough’s conclusions about “too much bureaucracy” etc. may 

not be surprising. However, his admission that there were only “limited outcomes” may be a 

surprising conclusion in light of the celebrated early successes of the COAG Trials Project 

and the key role that it was attributed to have played in supporting the Commonwealth 

Government’s massive overhaul of the Indigenous affairs system. The celebrated early 

outcomes regarding the abolition of ATSIC and the establishment of the Office of Indigenous 

Policy Coordination and the national network of ‘one-stop shops’ for Indigenous affairs are 

not referred to in the Minister’s media release. It is likely that Minister Brough was referring 

to the “limited outcomes” of social and economic improvements for the Indigenous people 

in each trial region, and therefore the failure of the COAG Trials Project.  

Further lament for the demise of the original evaluation strategy may be derived from the 

consequential lessened degree of accountability and potential policy-learning from the 

Trials Project. For example, the Trials Project could be viewed as a demonstration of the 
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failure of the policy of practical reconciliation, plus the need for whole-of-government 

coordination and a government-community partnership for the Indigenous affairs system 

remain.  

Finally, the circumstances described here may provide an empirical base for analysing some 

of the ethical challenges evaluators encounter (Morris and Cohn 1993 as cited in Neale and 

Owen 2003, p. 3) in the context of Indigenous affairs policy. Morris and Cohn’s survey of the 

most serious ethical problems evaluators encounter found they occurred at the reporting 

stage of an evaluation. Neale and Owen (2003) summarised the findings: 

…the pressure faced by evaluators result from a discrepancy between what 

the client expects the evaluator to find, and what the evaluator actually finds 

and reports, and then what happens to the findings when the report is 

presented (Neale and Owen 2003, p. 3). 

This analysis of the COAG Project evaluation suggests the evaluators of the trial sites 

encountered these ethical dilemmas. The Indigenous affairs system could benefit from 

further research into the nature and extent of ethical problems encountered by evaluators, 

and those commissioning evaluations, which are specific to this context.  

Conclusion  

In this chapter, the quality of the evaluation program of the COAG Trials Project was 

appraised at two levels, namely the trial site-level and at the national Project-level. Part A 

presented the analysis at the trial site-level. It analysed the quality of each evaluation’s 

findings of progress in implementing the Project’s two overriding aims. Part B presented the 

appraisal at the national Project-level. It involved a descriptive account of how the 

evaluation strategy for the COAG Project transpired over time, with some reflection against 

recognised best practice standards.  
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The analysis in Part A indicates that the evaluative assessments of the trial sites’ 

achievement of the two aims of the COAG Project lacked precision and were generally 

poorly undertaken across the eight trial sites. The analysis suggests that there was a 

systemic problem in the quality of the evaluations’ focus on assessing the trials’ 

achievements of the COAG Project’s two aims.  

The analysis in Part B demonstrates the Project’s early-developed, well-founded and 

detailed performance monitoring and evaluation strategy was not implemented. Rather, in 

the latter stages of the Project, the original strategy was discarded and substituted with a 

vague and narrow set of terms of reference that ignored COAG’s original aims for the 

Project and the intent of the underlying policy of ‘practical reconciliation’.  

The evaluators largely followed the directions of the substitute evaluation strategy, which 

commissioned a formative evaluation focused on process rather than outcomes. However, 

it has also been demonstrated that the evaluators’ conclusions about the achievement of 

the aims of WOGC and GCP (process issues) were generally not supported with evidence 

and therefore were not convincing. The design of the substitute evaluation strategy also 

meant that a summative evaluation, that is a comprehensive evaluation that measured and 

assessed the effectiveness of the policy to achieve the two aims and produce social and 

economic improvements for each trial community, was never conducted. The design of the 

substitute evaluation strategy provides some explanation for the lack of precision on the 

original aims and the general poor quality of the evaluations as revealed by the analysis in 

Part A.  

Another reason for the evaluation’s lack of precision in assessing the two aims may be 

drawn from the earlier analysis in Chapter 3: Policy Development. The analysis revealed that 

a literature review, which mapped-out existing knowledge was not undertaken. It was 

concluded this resulted in a lack of guidance to the overall project managers and the 
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individual trial sites about the best practice characteristics that would be necessary to 

successfully implement each aim.  

Finally, it is evident the COAG Trials Project was never fully evaluated. Only so-called 

formative evaluations were conducted. The demise of the original evaluation strategy 

lessened the degree of accountability and potential for policy-learning from the Trials 

Project. Despite the good intentions, backed with a steely determination of a highly 

competent Commonwealth Government, significant resources and a powerful Project 

leadership team, the COAG Trials Project only achieved “limited outcomes”. This discussion 

has sought to demonstrate that another part of the reason for the overall failure of the 

Project was the deterioration of the original performance monitoring and evaluation 

strategy (see Kibblewhite 2015).  
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Timeline: Evaluation  

DATE  EVENT  

5 April 2002 COAG Communiqué announces a series of up to ten trials in 

Indigenous communities.  

February 2003  COAG Trials Project secretariat, the ICCT, publishes Shared 

Responsibility Shared Future – Indigenous whole of government 

initiative: Commonwealth Performance Monitoring and 

Evaluation Framework, Canberra.    

30 June 2004 Commonwealth Government abolished the COAG Project’s 

secretariat, the ICCT, which had primary responsibility for the 

COAG Project’s evaluation strategy, as at 30 June 2004. 

August 2004 DIMIA received a report from consultants, the Albury Consulting 

Group and Kate Sullivan and Associates, who were commissioned 

to review the COAG Project’s performance monitoring and 

evaluation framework and make recommendations on how to 

proceed. 

October 2004 Independent evaluation of Victorian trial publishes damning 

findings (Cutcliffe 2004).  

11 November 2004  Commonwealth Employment and Workplace Relations Minister 

Kevin Andrews and Victorian Aboriginal Affairs Minister Gavin 

Jennings were reported in The Age as saying, “the [Cutcliffe 2004] 

report did not match their perceptions of the way the community 

was being served” (Waldon, 11 November 2004). 

July 2005*  Evaluation of Victorian trial commences – final report dated July 

2006. 

August 2005* Evaluation of Queensland trial commences – final report dated 9 

October 2006. 

October 2005* Evaluation of Australian Capital Territory trial commences – final 

report dated April 2006. 

November 2005* Evaluation of South Australian trial commences – final report 

dated March 2006. 

November 2005* Evaluation of Western Australian trial commences – final report 

dated 14 September 2006. 

1 November 2005 OIPC offers to table the substitute evaluation framework for the 

COAG Project in a Senate estimates hearing, which prescribed a 

‘formative evaluation’ approach.  

Continued next page 
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February 2006* Evaluation of Tasmanian trial commences – final report undated.  

March 2006* Evaluation of Northern Territory trial commences – final report 

dated 25 May 2006.  

March 2006* Evaluation of New South Wales trial commences – final report 

dated 26 October 2006.   

5 July 2006 Minister Brough agrees in-principle to the release of all COAG 

trial evaluation reports conditional upon agreement by trial 

partners.  

August 2006 Commonwealth Government rejects a recommendation by the 

House of Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Affairs that an annual report of progress 

about the COAG Trials Project be tabled in Parliament. 

October 2006 FaCSIA indicates it had withdrawn its commitment for a 

comprehensive evaluation to occur, and it was now only a 

possibility.  

November 2006 Completion of the Synopsis Review of the COAG Trial Evaluations 

- Report to the Office of Indigenous Policy Coordination (OIPC).  

2 November 2006 Damning media reports about the COAG trials were published in 

the Financial Review and the National Indigenous Times based on 

a leaked copy of the evaluation of the Northern Territory trial.  

2007-2008 The reported date of schedule for a comprehensive evaluation of 

the COAG Trials Project, which never eventuated.  

12 February 2007 Dr Jeff Harmer, Secretary FaCSIA advises a Senate additional 

estimates hearing that the Commonwealth Government was not 

prepared to publicly release the COAG trial evaluation reports.  

22 February 2007 Minister Brough terminates COAG Trials Project and hands out 

the Synopsis Review of the COAG Trial Evaluations. The eight 

evaluation reports of each trial are made available on a 

government website.  

 

* Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee. (2006a). Additional Information 
Received: Vol. 1, Answer to Questions on Notice No. 74 from Budget Estimates May-June 
2006, tabled October 2006.  Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia  
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CHAPTER 6:  

THESIS SUMMARY, WIDER INFERENCES AND CONCLUSIONS  

 

In this chapter the research hypothesis, aim and questions are revisited with reference to 

the case study data (see p. 57).1 It brings together the appraisal findings from the policy 

development, implementation and evaluation stages of the COAG Trials Project and the 

theoretical propositions. This enables some overall conclusions to be drawn about the 

quality of public administration of the COAG Project and lays a foundation for drawing some 

wider inferences about the national Indigenous affairs system.  

To recall, the research hypothesis submits that poor quality public administration in 

Indigenous affairs is systemic and has contributed to the failure to raise the socioeconomic 

status of Indigenous Australians, notwithstanding significant annual public expenditure and 

good intentions over the past five decades. The research aim is to identify systemic public 

administration problems that may be indicated by an extensive case study of the Council of 

Australian Government’s Indigenous Whole-of-Government Trials Project (the COAG Trials 

Project). Therefore, the research questions for this thesis are:  

Question 1: What was the quality of the policy, implementation and 

evaluation stages of the COAG Trials Project?  

Question 2: In light of the conclusions from the quality appraisal, can any 

valid wider inferences be drawn about what may be systematically 

hindering the efficiency and effectiveness of the overall Indigenous affairs 

system?  

 

                                                             
1
 The page references in this format refer to page numbers of this thesis.  
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Summary of the case study findings  

The thesis commenced by framing the Indigenous affairs system to set the backdrop for the 

COAG Trials Project. It described the birth of the system in 1967 and how the Referendum 

shaped the constitutional and institutional settings. It argued the system has manifested 

into a complex, disjointed arrangement with indicatively, an annual public expenditure of 

$30.3 billion for 2012-13 (Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service 

Provision 2014, p. 1) (see p. 16).  

A brief survey was undertaken of significant inquiries and reviews into the Indigenous affairs 

system reaching back more than four decades to demonstrate there have been 

longstanding concerns that the system has been largely unsuccessful in reducing the 

comparative socioeconomic disadvantage of Indigenous Australians. The survey also 

highlighted that there have been parallel longstanding concerns about the quality of public 

administration in the Indigenous affairs system. The survey revealed there were two 

recurring themes of this nature in the literature namely, the need to improve government 

coordination and the need to ensure genuine Indigenous participation in policy design and 

implementation. These two recurring themes have been central guiding principles for the 

Indigenous affairs system since the early 1970s (see pp. 18-25).  

A summary of the COAG Trials Project was presented in the introductory chapter. It 

highlighted that the COAG trials policy was a key plank of the then Commonwealth 

Government’s policy for Aboriginal Reconciliation. It also highlighted that the COAG trials 

policy adapted the two longstanding central guiding principles referred to above as the two 

overriding aims for the Project. The COAG Project was established with a powerful 

governance framework and comprised eight trial sites – one in each State and Territory. 

Each trial site was the subject of a government-commissioned evaluation during the final 

year of the Project.  
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Policy development  

Chapter Three appraised the quality of the development of the COAG trials policy. This 

involved a description of the wider Indigenous affairs political and policy context, as well as 

an analysis of the specific processes that were followed to develop the COAG trials policy.  

The COAG trials policy surfaced at a pivotal point in the national Indigenous affairs agenda. 

The Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation (CAR) had just concluded after ten years of 

strategic groundwork towards national reconciliation. CAR made unequivocal 

recommendations to Government to address underlying social justice issues, such as 

commencing treaty negotiations, recognition of customary laws and traditions, apologetic 

reparations for the Stolen Generations, and the need to improve the quality of service 

delivery (Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation 2000). CAR had also generated significant 

wider public support for these issues as exemplified by the ‘People’s Walk for 

Reconciliation’ over Sydney Harbour Bridge by 250,000 people on 28 May 2000 and 

subsequent similar walks around the country involving hundreds of thousands of people 

(see pp. 87-93).  

The Federal Coalition policy response was to dismiss the social justice recommendations as 

merely ‘symbolic’ gestures but wholeheartedly agreed with CAR’s other recommendation 

that governments improve the quality of service delivery to address Indigenous 

disadvantage. It became known as the policy for ‘practical reconciliation’. Consequently, the 

COAG Trials Project became a centrepiece of the Commonwealth Government policy 

response to the conclusion of the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation. The COAG Trials 

Project somewhat dampened the re-emergence of the unresolved Indigenous political and 

policy debates from the 1980s and 1990s however the underlying question of whether 

socioeconomic improvements were achievable without addressing the social justice 

measures resurfaced as a key policy issue (see pp. 97-100 and 106).  
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Nevertheless, the discussion also concluded that the COAG trials policy presented a valuable 

opportunity for a concerted effort to apply the two longstanding central principles that had 

been formally guiding the national Indigenous affairs system since at least 1992 (COAG 

1992). The principles for whole-of-government coordination and genuine Indigenous 

participation in policy design and implementation were correspondingly translated into the 

COAG Project’s two overriding aims. The Commonwealth Government established the high 

profile COAG Project with a powerful political and administrative management team and a 

steely determination. The setting up of trial sites with these aims in each State and Territory 

across diverse circumstances provided vast potential for systematic policy-learning.  

The discussion then considered the specific developments that led to the COAG 

Communiqué on 5 April 2002, which announced the Trials Project (COAG 2002). It outlined a 

series of circumstances leading up to the announcement that suggests the COAG trials 

policy was a case of policy-on-the run. It appears that COAG “initiated” the series of trials 

precipitously to accompany the public release of a much anticipated government progress 

report of the first two years of the COAG practical reconciliation framework (see pp. 94-97; 

122 and 124). This report illustrated government progress was poor and was roundly 

criticised, but another consequence, for the purposes of this discussion, was that a thorough 

policy development process was not followed to develop and ground the COAG trials policy.  

My investigation demonstrated there was inadequate prior policy-analysis. A clear 

statement of the theory underlying the Project’s two aims was not developed and COAG’s 

directions were provided only in broad terms. COAG’s directions provided practically no 

direction for the government and community stakeholders in the trial sites resulting in 

widespread confusion about the trials’ objectives and vastly different stakeholder 

expectations (see pp. 103-106 and 383). A survey of existing knowledge about implementing 
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the two aims should have been undertaken to help guide those responsible for the 

implementation.  

The inadequate prior policy-analysis also appears to have prevented a thorough 

consideration of all the policy instrument options. My analysis suggested that modifying the 

well-established and well-funded Commonwealth Government’s Community Participation 

Agreements program was a better option than to establish an entirely new, ill-developed, 

unfunded project with a very high-level project governance structure (see pp. 108-111).  

My inquiry also found there was insufficient prior consultation and coordination with 

neither the respective government line agencies in each jurisdiction nor the Indigenous 

stakeholders. It concluded the lack of prior policy analysis, and the lack of prior consultation 

and government coordination were contributing factors to the exorbitant delays in 

establishing each trial site (see p. 112 and p. 383). It further compounded the already 

inherent difficulties associated with implementing the two aims (see pp. 120-125). Finally, 

the decision to place authority for the Project with COAG rather than the Cabinet in each 

government jurisdiction was a comparatively quicker and easier option. Nevertheless, the 

Project may have benefited from the rigour normally associated with the preparation of 

Cabinet submissions (see pp. 127-128).  

Overall, my study concluded COAG’s two original aims were correctly identified as the heart 

of the systemic problems of the Indigenous affairs system but the policy development 

process was vastly inadequate to ground a national project of this nature. It also concluded 

that the implementation of the COAG trials policy was burdened with the unresolved 

Indigenous affairs political and policy contests from the 1980s and 1990s, particularly 

whether the desired socioeconomic outcomes were achievable without addressing the 

CAR’s recommended social justice measures. It indicates that good policy requires some 

resolution of, rather than simply compromises of, competing political imperatives. If this is 
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not achieved the substance of the political contests are pushed to the administration level, 

which is not empowered to address the bigger policy questions, and this impedes the 

development of effective service-delivery.  

Implementation  

Chapter Four focused on analysing how well the COAG Trials Project’s two aims were 

implemented. There were three parts to the analysis: a) a literature review, b) a comparison 

of actual experience against a conceptual framework of theory and best practice, and c) a 

discussion of the data. Each part is summarised here.  

A literature review was undertaken for each of the Project’s two aims in order to develop a 

larger understanding of what the COAG Trials Project was trying to achieve and to learn 

from previous domestic and international experience. Each review was ordered to place the 

aim in the progressively narrowing contexts of democratic theory, public administration 

theory and Indigenous affairs policy. This enabled a departure from the specific terminology 

of each aim to focus on the underlying concepts, therefore, whole-of-government 

coordination was framed in the literature of ‘holistic’ and ‘horizontal’ government-

coordination and government-community partnership was framed in the participatory 

governance literature.  

For whole-of-government coordination, the literature review revealed the concept was the 

“holy grail” of public administration (see p. 156) and that “explicit definitions were rare”, 

therefore, it had “emerged as a fashionable term of art, rather than a precise scientific or 

technical concept” (see pp. 142). It described a history of different models that had been 

attempted in the United Kingdom and Australia and found no empirical evidence that 

proved the theory and the rhetoric. The experiences indicated that its successful 

implementation would require overcoming many deeply entrenched barriers that have 

been developed over the past two centuries of western democracy, which broadly 
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described, are the structures and cultures of public management and accountability that 

have evolved to support the vertical ministerial and departmental silos (see pp. 181-194). It 

found holistic and horizontal government coordination has been a persistent challenge for 

Indigenous affairs for the past five decades (see pp. 168-175).  

For government-community partnership, the literature review revealed the concept has 

roots in the ideals of participatory democracy, in which citizens are directly involved in the 

decisions of public affairs. However, the growing complexities of society and government 

over the past two centuries forced these ideals to make way for the evolution of liberal 

representative democracy (see pp. 206-208). Around the turn of the 21st century, there has 

been a resurgence of attention by public administrations to participatory governance 

mechanisms as a means to improve the public governance of the increasingly complex social 

problems (see pp. 210-211). The literature indicates individual and broader community 

development may be afforded through the direct involvement of Indigenous people in the 

decisions of public affairs (see pp. 208-209). The review demonstrated citizen-participation 

in government encapsulates a spectrum of relationships, with ‘partnerships’ classified as a 

more complex-type involving formal and sustained shared power arrangements (see pp. 

213-217). The review found a wealth of experience of this concept in the Indigenous affairs 

system as the concept had been tried and tested in various forms for the past five decades 

(see pp. 220-237).  

The literature review for each concept concluded with a set of twelve key characteristics, 

which were extrapolated from the literature, to represent a benchmark for successful 

implementation (see pp. 198-199 and 242). The Auditor-General’s 2007 audit report titled 

Whole of Government Indigenous Service Delivery Arrangements was a strong influence in 

setting of the benchmarks (Auditor-General 2007). Overall, the successful implementation 

of both concepts would require deliberate, well-planned reforms to negotiate the deeply 
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entrenched structures and cultures of traditional public administration. The two sets of key 

characteristics would assist in analysing how well this was done in each trial.  

In the second part of Chapter Four, consideration was given to well the two theoretical 

concepts were implemented. This was done by filtering the experiences of the eight COAG 

trial sites through the respective set of key characteristics. The complete analysis is weighty, 

involving 192 separate assessments (24 key characteristics for each of the 8 trial sites) and is 

therefore presented in Appendix A: Analysis of Implementation. The analytical method is 

described in Chapter 2: Methodology. The chapter discussion presented for each trial site:  

 A description of the trial site (key partners, location and demographics, pre-existing 

government activity);  

 A summary table of results from the analysis (in Appendix A) indicating the degree 

of achievement of each key characteristic as good, satisfactory or poor; and  

  A description of the measured socioeconomic improvements attributed to the trial 

(see pp. 246-381).  

Essentially, the discussion placed the data from the detailed analysis into the specific trial 

contexts to paint an overall picture, and to enable some judgements, of the quality of 

implementation within and across the trials. Collectively, the eight trials were a 

representative sample of the diversity of circumstances in which Indigenous people reside: 

from very remote regions, where traditional law and culture is binding and authoritative; to 

rural towns where Indigenous people are part of the fabric of the wider community; to the 

capital city of Canberra where Indigenous people are a very small minority of the total 

population but have potential access to a wide range of high quality services and economic 

opportunity (see Figure 2 on p. 37). Further, the discussion highlighted there was extensive 

pre-existing government action associated with each trial region, particularly in relation to 

promoting whole-of-government coordination in partnership with Indigenous communities. 
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While this presented opportunities for the COAG trial to umbrella the existing activity, it 

also presented significant complexities to the exercise including the potential for 

duplication. The complexities inferred that each COAG trial would need to be a powerful 

and encompassing process (see relevant section for each trial in Part B).  

Senior Commonwealth, State and Territory Government ministers and administrators were 

personally assigned to a trial site, each of which was formally commenced with a joint high-

profile media announcement (see Table 1, p. 32). Following this, the relevant stakeholders 

moved to negotiate and formalise the specific trial arrangements by signing off on a detailed 

joint agreement. It was envisaged the COAG trials would have five-year duration.  

The third and final part of Chapter Four presented and discussed some key findings. My 

analysis found that it took much longer than expected for the COAG trials to get underway. 

On 5 April 2002, COAG directed all trial sites to be announced by “mid-2002” but the first 

trial was announced on 25 September 2002 and the final trial was announced on 15 April 

2004. The median duration for announcement of the trials was 62 weeks (see p. 384). The 

belated starts are likely to have been the result of inadequate prior policy analysis, 

consultation and government coordination, which it appears, occurred because COAG 

“initiated” the series of trials precipitously and that it was a case of policy-on-the-run (see 

pp. 96-99).  

My analysis found that none of the trial sites successfully implemented either aim (see Table 

27, p. 383). My analysis made 192 assessments about the quality of implementation of the 

key characteristics of each aim and deemed:  

 82.29% (n= 158) as poor,  

 16.67% (n=32) as satisfactory, and  

 1.04% (n=2) as good (see Figure 17, p. 383).  
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It was concluded the two aims were poorly implemented across the entire COAG Project 

(see pp. 382-383 and pp. 385-386). My analysis also found there were no measured 

socioeconomic improvements for the Indigenous populations attributed to any of the eight 

trial sites (see Appendix A, p. 311). Indicatively, the analysis also identified reported 

Commonwealth Government expenditure totalling $72.5 million across the trial regions 

over the duration of the COAG Project (see p. 392). This figure is likely to be well under the 

total Commonwealth Government expenditure; also the figure does not include State, 

Territory and Local Government funding. For example, Queensland Government 

expenditure for the Cape York region over the duration of the COAG trial was reported to be 

$132.5 million (Urbis Keys Young 2006c, p. 8) and ATSIC reported annual expenditure of 

$54.76 million for the Cape York region in 2002-2003. Further, the total Commonwealth and 

State Government annual expenditure in the South Australian COAG trial region was 

estimated to be $59.4 million for 2001-2002 (see p. 392).  

The analysis concludes that substantial time and public resources were expended for the 

COAG Trials Project for no reported socioeconomic benefit. This damning conclusion may be 

considered unremarkable in the light of the cautionary tales that emerged from this thesis’ 

literature review about the difficulties of implementing the two aims and the longstanding 

concerns about the overall effectiveness of the Indigenous affairs system for many decades. 

My explicit and empirically-supported findings are interpreted as corroborating and 

clarifying the general and equivocal conclusions of the government-commissioned 

evaluations (see pp. 438-443).  

My findings also directly challenge the government-commissioned evaluations, for example, 

in relation to the degree of progress that each trial made towards the aims. The 

government-commissioned evaluations generally reported that there was ‘significant 

progress’ in each trial site toward the aims, though the evidence relied upon, if any, was not 
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convincing or credible (see pp. 441-442). Whereas, my analysis clearly demonstrates that 

the progress in each trial site was far less than ‘significant’. It found that only 34 out of a 

total 192 key characteristics (17.7%) were implemented. Further, my analysis clearly points 

to the nature of the progress in each trial site and specifically where each trial failed. This 

data could be interpreted as supplementing the generalities of the government-

commissioned evaluations in this respect.  

For example, one of the patterns evident in the 34 key characteristics that were 

implemented is that they were key characteristics of the structural-type as opposed to the 

cultural-type. The key characteristics of the structural-type include ‘lead agencies’, the 

‘framework agreements’ and the ‘joint steering committees’. The cultural-type include ‘trust 

and collaboration’, ‘protocols for shared decision-making power’, ‘dispute resolution 

process’, ‘information sharing’ and ‘respect for each partners’ value frameworks’. The only 

two ratings of good quality implementation were for the structural-related partnership 

agreements that were successfully negotiated for the Northern Territory and Victorian 

trials. Interestingly, these two trials were ranked by as the best overall performers.  

Remarkably, only four of the eight trial sites (NT; NSW; Vic and ACT) successfully negotiated 

a framework or partnership agreement to guide the trial (Appendix A, pp. 36-37; 179-182; 

226-228; 265-268 respectively). The data indicates there may be a correlation between the 

four trial sites that did not successfully negotiate formal agreements (Qld; WA; SA and Tas) 

and their overall poor performance. These four trial sites were ranked as the bottom four 

performers (see Table 27, p. 383 and p. 384).  

There also appears to be a correlation between a failure to implement the ‘right partners’ 

key characteristic (see the Qld, SA, WA and Tas trials in Appendix A, pp. 20-23; 81-86; 122-

123; 161-163) and the overall poor performance by the trial. In these four trial sites, there 

was no formal partnership agreement with Aboriginal representatives. This finding reaffirms 
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the necessity of the principle of empowered Aboriginal involvement in the design and 

delivery of services (see p. 388 and Table 27, p. 383).  

The data indicates that some progress is achievable if the structural-related key 

characteristics are implemented. However, it is evident that even when the structural key 

characteristics were in place, this was insufficient to fulfil the aims. For example, the 

analysis highlighted that often the appointed lead agencies did not fulfil their 

responsibilities, which produced a pattern of widespread confusion across the trials about 

the objectives (see p. 381). Further, the joint steering committees that were established 

were not equipped with the necessary protocols such as delegated powers to fulfil their 

responsibilities. Consequently, they either did not function well or ceased functioning, 

sometimes with serious consequences. In one instance, in the Northern Territory trial, the 

evaluation linked the early demise of an interagency working group for youth issues to a 

subsequent mass riot and evacuation from the town of Wadeye involving more than 400 

people and more than 100 arrests (see p. 388).  

The data also indicates that implementing the structural or cultural key characteristics alone 

would be insufficient to achieve the aims. Figures 18 and 19 (see pp. 385-386) illustrate the 

lack of implementation of the cultural-related key characteristics. For example: no trial 

developed and employed a dispute resolution process; no trial developed protocols for 

shared power; no trial developed and employed a set of baseline data and performance 

monitoring processes; and there was a lack of a trustful and collaborative culture between 

the government agencies, and between the governments and Indigenous partners. Overall, 

most of the trial sites established new structures to drive the implementation of the two 

aims but did not equip these structures to fulfil their responsibilities.  

The data indicates that the structural-related key characteristics need to be accompanied 

with the cultural-related key characteristics. This accords with the literature, which cautions 
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that there are formidable barriers to the successful implementation of both aims and that 

any attempt would require deliberate, well-planned reforms to negotiate the deeply 

entrenched structures and cultures of traditional public administration (see pp. 181-194; 

216-219 respectively). Dr Shergold, then chair of the Secretaries Group for Indigenous 

Affairs, which was responsible for the COAG trials, made this point in a speech given about 

halfway through the COAG Trials Project:  

The point I made in my speech, which I strongly adhere to, is that complex 

problems, particularly in public policy, are rarely resolved by structures. 

Public servants are remarkably good at structures. Put public servants 

together for half an hour and they can rearrange the boxes very easily. They 

can create new departments, create new agencies and shuffle the divisions 

around. In my experience, it is never the solution … we have to link the 

whole together, and that is why my view is that the way we need to do it is 

not by creating new structures or new boxes. That is only a part of the 

solution. The key is to change the culture of how public servants deliver 

public policy (Senate Select Committee on the Administration of Indigenous 

Affairs, Hansard, 8 February 2005, p. 2).  

The conclusion in chapter four searched for other explanations beyond the performance 

data of the trial sites for the overall dismally poor result. It highlighted that the 

Commonwealth Government made two significant national policy decisions in Indigenous 

affairs about halfway through the COAG Project, which adversely interrupted its 

implementation. The decisions were to disenfranchise ATSIC in April 2003 and then abolish 

ATSIC in April 2004 as part of the so-called New Arrangements for Indigenous Affairs. The 

decisions resulted in: 

 the abolition of the national ‘partnership’ with ATSIC, undermining the early trust 

that had been fermented in many of COAG trial sites;  

 the establishment of the OIPC and regional ICCs with a whole-of-government model 

based on premature and unsupported conclusions from the COAG trials;  
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 the shifting of the national Indigenous affairs policy imperative, and the COAG trials 

imperatives, to shared responsibility agreements (which effectively undermined the 

Project’s two original aims); and  

 the dismantling of the COAG Trials Project’s national secretariat, the ICCT (which 

effectively undermined the implementation of the Project’s original ‘Performance 

Monitoring and Evaluation Framework) (see pp. 40-46).  

The search for wider explanations for the poor implementation also noted some early 

observations made by Dr Bill Jonas, then Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice 

Commissioner, who stated that: “There are some signs that the Government’s rhetoric on 

agreement-making and partnership is not being matched by action” (ATSI SJC 2002, p. 39). 

Dr Jonas wrote:  

The conclusion that I have drawn by examining available materials is that the 

Government is reluctant to enter into any relationships or agreement making 

that will in any way transform the power relationship with Indigenous people, 

reduce the level of government control or result in significant institutional 

change (ATSI SJC 2002, p. 40) (my emphasis).  

Commissioner Jonas linked the Government’s reluctance to its ideological resistance to 

Indigenous self-determination and alluded that this was impeding effective service delivery:  

Ultimately trials and models such as the COAG whole-of-government 

initiative and the ATSIC CPAs may further require recognition that extensive 

participation by Indigenous peoples and partnership with government in 

regard to governance and capacity-building cannot be countenanced without 

consideration of the dimension of self-determination and self-government 

(ATSI SJC 2002, p. 70) (see pp. 235-236).  

Overall, my analysis concluded the implementation of the two aims in the COAG trials was 

systemically of poor-quality. COAG’s original intent for a ‘whole-of-government approach’ 

and a more empowering-style of ‘government-community partnership’ was lost in the 
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translation from the political level to the public administration level. It demonstrated the 

vulnerability of the COAG Project to poor-quality policy development and shifting broader 

political and policy agendas.  

Evaluation  

Chapter Five appraised the quality of the evaluation program of the COAG Trials Project at 

two levels, namely the trial site-level and at the national Project-level. At the trial site-level, 

it appraised the quality of each evaluation’s findings against the Project’s two overriding 

aims. The appraisal at the national Project-level involved a descriptive account of how the 

evaluation strategy for the COAG Project devolved over time, with some reflection against 

recognised best practice standards.  

The analysis of the government-commissioned evaluations demonstrated a consistent lack 

of acute focus on assessing whether the COAG Project’s two aims were achieved. It 

concluded that the basis of evaluative appraisal across the evaluations was not directed at 

assessing the quality of the trials’ interactions against COAG’s original intent of the aims. 

Rather, the evaluations touched upon several characteristics related to the original aims, 

with elementary descriptions of the structures that were established and reported this as 

progress. However, the majority of the evaluations did not find that the established 

structures were insufficient to achieve either WOGC or GCP. Exceptionally, the NT and WA 

evaluations appeared to understand this and frequently applied WOGC standards as the 

basis of evaluative appraisal for the government-government interactions. None of the 

evaluations presented a sound definition of WOGC or GCP and none provided a literature 

review or employed referencing. None considered their findings in the light of existing 

knowledge. They all presented lessons learned but none were sufficiently discussed in 

context to explain their potential application for other situations, contrary to another of 

COAG’s original intentions, which was “to apply the lessons more broadly” (COAG 2002b). 
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Further, all the evaluations acknowledged that they did not examine in-depth the 

socioeconomic outcomes from the trial therefore the basis upon which the declared lessons 

learned were rested upon is unclear (see pp. 440-443).  

Essentially, the evaluations presented useful descriptive accounts of general types of 

government-coordination rather than a careful assessment of the trial’s progress towards 

whole-of-government coordination. In addition, they usefully described general types of 

government and community interactions, rather than a careful assessment of the trial’s 

progress towards government-community partnerships. The lack of precision in assessing 

the aims had the effect of lowering the performance benchmark and resulted in evaluation 

conclusions that the trials were more effective in realising COAG’s original aims than was 

actually the case (see pp. 440-442).  

The analysis then stepped back to provide an account of the development and operation of 

the overall evaluation strategy for the COAG Trials Project. This account demonstrates that 

the Project’s early-developed, well-founded and detailed performance monitoring and 

evaluation strategy was not implemented (see pp. 446-457). Rather, in the latter stages of 

the Project, the strategy was discarded and substituted with a vague and narrow set of 

terms of reference that effectively side-stepped both COAG’s original aims for the Project 

and the intent of the underlying policy of ‘practical reconciliation’ (see pp. 452-457).  

My analysis found the OPIC’s substitute terms of reference reclassified the evaluations as 

formative, which effectively meant they were not intended to be comprehensive summative 

evaluations. Accordingly, the new terms of reference commissioned a more descriptive, 

rather than evaluative, account of each trial. The evaluators largely followed the directions 

of the substitute evaluation strategy by focusing on process rather than outcomes. 

However, it has also been demonstrated that the evaluators’ conclusions about the 
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achievement of the aims of WOGC and GCP, which are unquestionably process issues, were 

generally not supported with evidence and therefore were not credible.  

Another consequence of the substitute terms of reference was that a full evaluation of the 

trials was delayed, permanently as it turned out, because the COAG Trials Project was 

terminated shortly after the formative evaluations were completed. Therefore, the 

significant and influential COAG Trials Project has never been fully evaluated (see pp. 452-

457). More broadly, these findings indicate that the current OIPC model for whole-of-

government coordination in Indigenous affairs is based upon the formative and 

unsupported learnings from the COAG trials.  

The account also highlighted that the Commonwealth Government was reluctant to release 

the trials’ evaluations, perhaps it being still sensitive following the critical findings of an 

independent review initiated by the Aboriginal leaders of the Victorian trial (Cutcliffe 2004) 

and similarly critical findings in the Northern Territory evaluation, which became 

prematurely public after being leaked to the media (see pp. 460-461). On termination of the 

COAG Trials Project, the Commonwealth Indigenous Affairs Minister Brough only handed 

out a Synopsis Review of the COAG Trial Evaluations, which the OIPC commissioned to 

present a select summary of the trial evaluations. The trial site evaluations were made 

available shortly after on a government website (see pp. 462-463). The ramifications of poor 

quality evaluation include undermining accountability for public expenditure and 

encumbering the extraction of useful knowledge from the experience (Marsh and Sharman 

2009 as quoted in Althaus et al 2013, p. 8).  

***  
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This research has relied heavily on the content of the evaluation reports of the eight trial 

sites yet it concluded that there were serious problems with the credibility of most of the 

evaluations’ findings on WOGC and GCP. This may be viewed as a methodological paradox, 

which impacts on the veracity of this research, however three reasons are presented to 

argue why this is not so. Firstly, the quality ratings relate solely to the credibility of the 

evaluations’ findings on WOGC and GCP. As I state earlier (see p. 71), the Quality Framework 

prescribes eight further features of evaluation reports that could be assessed but I do not 

assess these. The point of focusing on these specific findings is to demonstrate that the two 

concepts were not well understood in the policy development, implementation or 

evaluation yet have emerged over several decades as fundamentally important to the 

effective administration of Indigenous expenditure. Secondly, I found the evaluation reports 

to be a useful source for descriptive data about what occurred but that they lacked careful 

scrutiny and evaluative judgement, particularly in relation to the two aims of the COAG 

Project (pp. 445, 485). Thirdly, I supplement the data from the evaluation reports with data 

from other sources such as parliamentary debates and government reports.  

Some may argue that this analysis is overly rationalistic with insufficient acknowledgement 

that government policy-making may be less than rational. On the contrary, this investigation 

has revealed that there is too much irrationality in government policy-making for Indigenous 

affairs and this is a significant causal factor in the dismally poor returns to date. Overall, the 

case study revealed significant poor quality public administration at all three stages of the 

COAG Trials Project. A closer look at the analysis of each stage sheds light on the nature and 

specificity of the public administration problems. Some key problems are underlined in the 

conclusion of each stage. The evidence indicates the significant failure of the COAG Project 

was due to both design and performance issues. This answers the first research question. 

However, this does not complete the research aim.  
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The second research question asks: Given the conclusions from the quality appraisal, can 

any valid wider inferences be drawn about what may be systematically hindering the 

efficiency and effectiveness of the overall Indigenous affairs system? This chapter now turns 

to consider whether wider inferences can be drawn from the case study.  

Wider Inferences  

In Chapter 2: Research Method, I argued that the design of the research strategy might 

enable valid wider inferences to be drawn from the conclusions of the purposefully chosen 

case study. The features of the research design are (see pp. 58-59):  

1. The guiding principles of the research strategy were a) holistic approach, and b) 

compare actual experience against theory and best-practice;  

2. Following the guiding principles, my research design involved a holistic case study 

approach. This was shaped by an authoritative articulation of the Australian Policy 

Cycle to focus attention on the quality of the public administration, together with 

an underlying theory-driven evaluative approach, and the application of different 

analytical methods for the policy, implementation and evaluation stages of the 

case; and  

3. The nature of the case study, the COAG Trials Project. permits it to be considered a 

‘portrait’ or ‘intrinsic’ sample of the Indigenous affairs system from which some 

valid wider inferences may be drawn (Yin 2013, p. 220).  

The characteristics of the COAG Trials Project that may permit it to be considered a validly 

representative sample of the challenges confronted by the Indigenous affairs system 

generally include:  

 It was a five year long, high profile, high-level intergovernmental reform project, 

initiated and led by the Council of Australian Governments;  
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 It was focused on trialling new approaches to two widely recognised fundamental 

and longstanding problems of the Indigenous affairs system namely, holistic 

government coordination and Indigenous participation;  

 It involved a diversity of Indigenous and governmental circumstances through eight 

trial sites around the nation, with one located in each State and Territory;  

 It was a case of national significance for Indigenous affairs and for Australian public 

administration more generally (MAC 2004). One of COAG’s explicit intentions for 

the Trials Project was for any lessons learnt “to be applied more broadly” (COAG 

2002b); and  

 It was officially and formally evaluated, and attracted much public scrutiny, so there 

is a significant body of relevant and readily accessible data reflecting multiple 

perspectives of the Project.  

Further, there is support for the drawing of wider inferences from the potential for 

triangulation of findings from the analysis of the Project’s three stages. This is where the 

drawing of wider inferences commences. Leaning on triangulation theory, three different 

analytical methods were applied to the case study and they all arrived at the same 

conclusion - the quality of public administration at each stage deviated significantly from 

recognised best practice standards. Summarily:  

1) The COAG trials policy lacked some of the most elementary features of a good policy 

development process such as prior policy analysis, consultation and coordination, 

with demonstrative negative impacts on the quality of implementation and 

evaluation;  

2) The COAG trials’ implementation lacked some of the most elementary features of 

good project management such as clear and shared objectives, responsive 
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leadership and an implementation plan, which meant the vast majority of the key 

characteristics for the two aims were not implemented; and  

3) The Project’s comprehensive evaluation strategy, particularly the development of a 

performance monitoring system for each trial, was not implemented. Further, the 

strategy was quietly discarded in the latter stages of the Project and substituted 

with vague and malleable terms of reference that sought descriptions rather than 

evaluative judgements.  

The substantial degree of departure from best practice across all three stages of the Project 

and across all the trials offers, at least in part, a plausible explanation for the lack of 

measured socioeconomic improvements for the Indigenous populations at any of the eight 

trial sites. It also lays the foundation for the proposition that poor quality public 

administration was a systemic feature of the COAG Trials Project.  

The distinction between the finding of poor performance in all three stages and my 

proposition that poor quality public administration was a systemic feature of the entire 

Project requires elaboration. The proposition implies that there were underlying or external 

influences that caused such deep and widespread poor performance (see, for example, 

Deming 1993; Cardy and Leonard 2011). To illustrate, I referred to Cardy and Leonard 

(2011), who highlight the importance of distinguishing between “person causes” and 

“system causes” when investigating performance issues:  

A fundamental determination that needs to be made concerning the 

possible causes of performance is whether the causes reside in the person 

or in the system (see e.g. Cardy and Dobbins 1994). The distinction may 

seem simple, but it is critically important and the source of many 

management mistakes if not done carefully and consciously. Person causes 

are reasons for observed levels of performance that reside inside a person. 

Specifically, persons causes consist of either ability or motivation. In 

contrast, system causes are factors that influence performance that are 
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external to a person. For example, probably and most obviously, influences 

such as equipment malfunctions and poor quality materials would be 

considered examples of system factors. However, any influences on 

performance that are external to the worker would be considered as being 

part of the system. For example, uncooperative workers, poor 

communication from managers, and a negative organizational climate are 

all system factors because they are external to the worker (Cardy and 

Leonard 2011, pp. 90-91).  

My analysis demonstrated that there were “person causes” for the poor performance. For 

example, the Northern Territory evaluation found the trial’s joint steering committee 

meeting stopped functioning early in the trial due to personality conflicts (see Appendix A, 

p. 38). Further, a common theme across the trial site evaluations was no training was 

provided for the stakeholders in ‘whole-of-government’ or ‘partnership’ ways-of-working. 

Finally, my investigation indicates that many of the key characteristics not implemented at 

any trial site were not too hard for a Project of this magnitude. For example: the provision 

of relevant training; the establishment of baseline data and a performance monitoring 

process; undertaking a risk assessment; and ensuring the partners have had full access to 

information. It is difficult to imagine these were insurmountable tasks, especially for a 

Commonwealth lead agency whose Secretary was the trial ‘sponsor’ and the equivalent 

partner State lead agency. Therefore, the data indicates there were “person causes” for the 

performance problems.  

Of greater interest to this discussion’s drawing of wider inferences, is whether there were 

also systemic causes for the poor performance. The case study demonstrates WOGC and 

GCP were practically impossible to implement at the trial sites or, more so, to be 

systematised with the institutional configuration of Indigenous service delivery. My analysis 

found there were political imperatives, as opposed to good project management 

imperatives, which had a direct and significant impact on the quality of public 

administration in all three stages of the Project.  



493 
 

In the policy development stage, my analysis concluded that COAG precipitously established 

the series of trials to accompany the public release of a much anticipated government 

report showing very poor progress in the first two years of its practical reconciliation 

framework. Political imperatives were also influential in the poor quality of implementation 

of COAG’s original two aims. Specifically, it concluded the so-called New Arrangements for 

Indigenous Affairs, which were triggered about half-way through the COAG Project, 

interrupted and undermined the Project’s original settings. My analysis also suggests 

political influences were at the heart of the reasons for the quiet discarding of the original 

evaluation strategy in preference to so-called formative evaluations, with the consequence 

that the COAG Project was never subjected to a comprehensive evaluation. Further, 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner, Dr Bill Jonas argued the 

Commonwealth Government’s ideological resistance to Indigenous self-determination and 

self-government would impede the effectiveness of the trials to produce the universally 

desired socioeconomic improvements (see p. 236). It has been demonstrated that political 

influence was an underlying cause for the systemic poor quality public administration of the 

COAG Trials Project.  

This research also reveals another potential underlying influence for the poor quality public 

administration. The evaluation of the NSW COAG trial, which was conducted by Urbis Keys 

Young, found difficulties in implementing the two aims were not just performance-related:  

Most of those interviewed ascribed such difficulties to organisational and 

cultural barriers within bureaucracy, rather than anything directly 

associated with the Murdi Paaki COAG Trial (Urbis Keys Young 2006a, p. 26) 

(my emphasis).  

Urbis Keys Young point to “organisational and cultural barriers within the bureaucracy” as a 

nebulous source of the public administration problems. Similarly, the literature review of 

this thesis identified numerous structural and cultural administrative barriers to the 
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successful implementation of the aims (see pp. 182-186 and 186-195). I argued that the 

barriers referred to in the NSW trial are the same as those identified in the literature review. 

They are the structures and cultures of public management and accountability that have 

evolved over generations to support the vertical ministerial and departmental silos. This 

discussion contends that the barriers to the NSW trial were also present in the seven other 

trial sites.  

The demonstrated systemic causes of ‘political interference’ and entrenched ‘structural and 

cultural barriers’ of traditional public administration, coupled with extensive ‘person 

causes’, collectively combine to provide the basis for the proposition that poor quality 

public administration was a systemic feature of the COAG Trials Project. It is also the basis 

for drawing of the following wider inference from the case study:  

1st Wider Inference:  

Poor quality public administration is a systemic feature of the Indigenous affairs system 

and there are, at least, two drivers: 1) ideological obstruction in public administration, and 

2) structural and cultural administrative barriers to holistic government coordination and 

community participation in government.  

There is corroboration for this wider inference in the literature. For example, in 2010, the 

Department of Finance and Deregulation found:  

In the Indigenous area, more than any other, there has been a huge gap 

between policy intent and policy execution, with numerous examples of 

well-intentioned policies and programs which have failed to produce their 

intended results because of serious flaws in implementation and delivery 

(Department of Finance and Deregulation 2010, p. 11).  

This leads to the drawing of a second wider inference. All eight case studies, across a 

diversity of scenarios, consistently demonstrated a lack of socioeconomic improvements 
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despite the authority of the COAG Trials Project. It has also been established that poor 

quality public administration was a systemic feature of the COAG Trials Project. Therefore, 

there appears to be some correlation between the quality of public administration and the 

quality of the socioeconomic outcomes. I contend that the results of the case study 

exemplify the general functioning of the overall Indigenous affairs system. This is the basis 

for drawing of the following second wider inference from the case study:  

2nd Wider Inference: 

Poor quality public administration is a systemic feature of the Indigenous affairs system 

and this offers, at least in part, a plausible explanation for the long-term ineffectiveness of 

the Indigenous affairs system.  

The second wider inference offers, at least in part, a plausible explanation for why the 

Department of Finance and Deregulation found that successive Australian Governments’ 

“major investment” in the Indigenous affairs system, which has been “maintained over 

many years, has yielded dismally poor returns to date” (Department of Finance and 

Deregulation 2010, p. 11).2 There is corroboration for this wider inference in the public 

management literature, which indicates that good-quality public administration is an 

important ingredient to achieving the policy objectives (see Department of the Prime 

Minister and Cabinet and the Australian National Audit Office 2006, p. 1). 

Assuming the veracity of these two wider inferences, the question needs to be posed: Does 

this research provide any indication of what can be done to address the systemic poor 

quality administration of the Indigenous affairs system? First, the systemic problem of 

                                                             
2
 Australia has an internationally comparable mechanism for evaluating the delivery of public 

services, the Australian National Audit Office, so the DoFD finding may be considered 
remarkable, although it is notable only 0.1% of Australian Government spending is subject to 
annual audit (KPMG 2009, p. 54).  
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political interference simply demands greater attention is given to asserting the line 

between politics and policy in Indigenous affairs.  

Second, in relation to the systemic problem of bureaucratic structures and cultures, the 

literature review I put forward highlights that the successful implementation of WOGC and 

GCP require significant reforms to traditional Australian public administration. The 

structural and cultural barriers are formidable. They include silo-thinking and the related 

destructive phenomena of departmentalism, and government unwillingness to share real 

decision-making power with citizens. In addition, horizontal government-coordination 

mechanisms and empowered citizen-participation in government weakens the traditional 

bases of government control. Governments’ rationale is that such reforms weaken the 

vertical line of accountability implied by ministerial responsibility and so vitiate 

representative democracy.  

The discussion so far infers that the effective functioning of the Indigenous affairs system 

appears to be dependent on having to reform the traditional structures and cultures of 

administration. To understand why, I return to the description of the Indigenous affairs 

system presented in Chapter 1: Introduction. The Indigenous affairs system is defined as a 

loosely affiliated nation-wide conglomeration of people, institutions, budgets, policies, 

strategies and processes responsible for the policy development, implementation and 

review of publicly funded services for Indigenous Australians. It embraces Indigenous-

specific as well as mainstream services including health, housing, employment, education, 

justice, land, culture and economic development. It embraces government and non-

government institutional and social arrangements. It is a complex and complicated system 

bestowed with significant responsibility.  

The Indigenous affairs system is responsible for total annual government expenditure 

estimated at $30.3 billion for 2012-13 (Steering Committee for the Review of Government 
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Service Provision 2014, p. 1). This is for a comparatively small but widely dispersed 

proportion of the Australian population (3.02%) totalling 698,309 Indigenous Australians 

(Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision 2014, p. 44). The 

constitutional settings from the 1967 Referendum provide for an unclear shared 

responsibility for Indigenous affairs across the Commonwealth and State and Territory 

jurisdictions. Further, the constitutional settings do not provide an overall mission 

statement or any right of participation by Indigenous Australians in the Indigenous affairs 

system. Therefore, it is contended that WOGC and GCP are particularly unamenable to 

implementation in the context of the Indigenous affairs system under its current complex 

and loosely bound configuration.  

In my research, I have assumed that the COAG Trials Project’s ‘two-aims’ for improved 

socioeconomic outcomes were correct. As highlighted in Chapter 1: Introduction and the 

literature reviews in Chapter 4: Implementation, both aims are long-standing recurring 

themes in every significant review and inquiry into aspects of the Indigenous affairs system. 

However, my research indicates that the capacity of the Indigenous affairs system to 

generate sustained socioeconomic improvements for Indigenous Australians is dependent 

on the bureaucracies overcoming numerous formidable barriers to implement WOGC and 

GCP successfully. Under the current institutional arrangements, this appears unlikely and 

certainly not in any extended systematic form. Therefore, I propose that a third wider 

inference may be validly drawn from this case study.  

3rd Wider inference: 

Poor quality public administration is a systemic feature of the Indigenous affairs system 

and this is due in large part to its institutional configuration not being designed for its 

purpose.  
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If the three wider inferences are correct, it may not matter how much good intent, good will 

and resources are injected into the Indigenous affairs system; as it is currently configured it 

is not going to produce the desired socioeconomic outcomes. I have examined the COAG 

trials as an example of policy-making in Indigenous affairs. It was a project that sought to 

circumvent the usual pathologies of inter-jurisdictional program delivery and to 

institutionalise Indigenous participation. It failed. I have shown that this failure is the result 

of central inefficiencies in the entire Indigenous affairs system. This has been exhibited over 

time, as evident in the failure over time to raise Indigenous living standards. Therefore, 

there is a need to re-think the entire system. The results of that re-think must be based on 

whole-of-government systems and institutionally incorporate real Indigenous participation 

and decision-making in service delivery.   

Thesis Conclusions  

The aim of this research has been to identify any systemic public administration problems in 

the Indigenous affairs system and the following conclusions have been drawn:  

 The national Indigenous affairs system was born out of the 1967 Referendum, 

which entrusted an unclear shared responsibility for Indigenous affairs to the 

Commonwealth and State and Territory Governments.  

 The Governments’ unclear shared responsibility, coupled with no mission 

statement and no right of participation of Indigenous people, amounts to an 

ambiguous underlying configuration for the Indigenous affairs system, which has 

transpired into a loosely-affiliated nation-wide conglomeration of people, 

institutions and processes with responsibility to deliver services to a small 

proportion of the Australian population that is widely dispersed across the 

continent.  
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 Since the early 1970s, numerous inquiries and reviews have consistently pointed to 

public administration problems as a key reason for the ineffectiveness of the 

Indigenous affairs system to realise the universally desired socioeconomic 

improvements.  

 This case study demonstrates that two guiding principles have consistently 

emerged as themes from the inquiries and reviews to correct the public 

administration problems namely:  

(i) The need for holistic coordination of all the applicable government 

agencies, and  

(ii) Ensuring Indigenous participation in the design and delivery of public 

expenditure.  

 This case study further demonstrates that:  

(i) Formidable structural and cultural administrative barriers need to be 

overcome to successfully implement the two above-mentioned guiding 

principles, and  

(ii) Significant public resources and attention are being exhausted on attempts 

to overcome these administrative barriers with very little success.  

 The thesis demonstrates that the success of the Indigenous affairs system is wholly 

dependent on deep public administration reforms, which are unlikely within its 

current configuration.  

 The drawing of wider inferences from the case study has led to the proposition that 

poor quality public administration is a systemic feature of the Indigenous affairs 

system. Further:  

1. Two causes for the systemic poor quality have been identified namely, a) 

ideological obstruction in public administration, and b) structural and 
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cultural administrative barriers to holistic government coordination and 

community participation in government;  

2. Systemic poor quality offers, at least in part, a plausible explanation for the 

long-term ineffectiveness of the Indigenous affairs system; and   

3. Systemic poor quality is due in large part to its institutional configuration 

not being suitably designed to implement the two longstanding guiding 

principles and its overall purpose.  

This research began with the hypothesis that poor quality public administration in 

Indigenous affairs is systemic and has contributed to the failure to raise the socioeconomic 

status of Indigenous Australians, notwithstanding significant annual public expenditure and 

good intentions over the past five decades. The research findings affirm the hypothesis, and 

point to the nature and source of some of the systemic public administration problems.  

So what does all this mean? The key finding of this research indicates that there is 

substantial opportunity for improving the effectiveness of national Indigenous expenditure 

by closing the gap between the current quality of public administration and recognised best 

practice. From a rationalist perspective, this is achievable. The findings of this research 

indicate that the necessary reforms need to focus on addressing the systemic structural and 

cultural barriers to whole-of-government coordination and government-community-

partnerships. Political rhetoric and ideological resistance to Indigenous self-determination 

have also been identified as other systemic barriers to good quality public administration.  

The case study indicates that many of the systemic administrative barriers are rooted in the 

constitutional principles and design of Australian representative democracy. Specifically, the 

systemic barriers to whole of government coordination are the silos of ministerial 

responsibility. In practice, the structurally and culturally reinforced silo walls work against 

programs requiring multi-department, and multi-jurisdiction, participation. Similarly, the 
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systemic barriers to government-community partnerships are a reflection of representative 

democracy's assignment of accountability for public expenditure to the responsible 

minister. In effect, this makes it difficult for a department to share decision-making power 

with non-government stakeholders.  

Another inadvertent, significant and destructive manifestation of the silo culture is the 

phenomenon referred to as 'departmentalism'. This phenomenon was identified as the 

primary reason why the Government's did not proceed with implementing the ground-

breaking, well-researched, preceding iteration of the COAG Trials Project at Mutitjulu in 

2001. Further, the unresolved political questions stemming back to at least the 1970s and 

1980s results in public administrators tend to err on the side of caution for both WOGC and 

GCP. It makes their departments' structurally and culturally reinforced silos a warm and 

comfortable place to be, away from the politically-heated contests.  

This thesis ends pondering about the institutional and procedural configuration of the 

Indigenous affairs system and whether it needs to be redesigned so that the 

implementation of the two longstanding guiding principles is in accord with the vertical 

departmental culture rather than dependent on reforming it. In other words, consideration 

should be given to formulating a new public administration silo that has direct responsibility 

for the entirety of the national Indigenous affairs system.  
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